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The Healing 


Chapter One 


Dawning 


Jess could hear feather-like taps of a butterfly edging the 
inside of the window frame as she lay waiting for a subtle 
light in the sky to signal early morning. It was an unusual 
sight for the winter season, she thought, especially one with 
such dark wings. She tried to guide the flimsy but persistent 
insect towards the open window, but it just wouldn’t leave 
and lingered in the curtain folds. 

Jonas tapped lightly on the bedroom door. “Are you okay, 
Mummy?” 

“Yes, Pll be right there, sweetie,” Jess said, reluctantly 
hauling on her pink spotted dressing gown and glancing back 
at the crumpled sheets of the empty bed. Seasonal changes 
and an underlying sadness weighed heavy, hindering the 
usual Monday morning routine, despite all good intentions. 
Jonas clutched Trevor tightly to his chest - a well-loved, but 
barely recognisable grey rabbit in desperate need of a stitch 
or three. He was such a thoughtful, angelic child, and that 
was truly a blessing, given his mother’s often bedraggled and 
sleep-deprived state. 

“Let’s go,” she said, ushering him towards the stairs. 

Breakfast was usually porridge or soggy toast pooled with 
melted butter, as Jonas disliked sugary cereal, especially 
puffed rice grain steeped in milk. School mornings were 
often disorganised with a frantic search for a clean uniform, 
usually a white shirt and tie with black trousers, and packing 
up Jonas’s school bag with lunch and sundries, not to 
mention homework, completed or otherwise. The routine was 
far from functional compared to working days pre- 
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motherhood - a crease-free and regimented exercise. 

The school drop was purposefully swift to avoid awkward, 
frivolous conversations with parents and new mothers, 
legging-clad and push-pulling prams to lull their newborn to 
sleep. Jess had little interest in small talk, much like her own 
mother who, in her younger years, was always on the hot 
foot, flitting from one place to another with no time for 
banter. There seemed little point in nurturing meaningless 
friendships, a belief that probably stemmed from her being an 
only child, when solitude was normality. The morning’s hasty 
getaway didn’t quite go to plan as Miss Roundtree beckoned 
Jess from across the playground. 

“What does she want?” Jess muttered under her breath. 

She invariably thought the worst, that Jonas was in trouble 
or maybe she was. The catastrophic assumptions were 
marginally justified as Mrs Roundtree expressed her concerns 
regarding Jonas’s lack of literary progress, and gently 
reinforced the need for a little more ‘one-to-one’ reading 
time. There was no denying that Jess was a tad complacent, 
and that her attention to the subject had been more ad-hoc 
than meaningful. She tried to focus as the woman rambled on 
about school policy, acclaiming the importance of parent/ 
child interaction and its essential role as part of a successful 
education, but found herself inadvertently distracted by the 
rather large faux-fur hat that devoured her head, accentuating 
her doll-like features. It was a body-blow Jess didn’t need, 
and she felt a little shameful and defensive. She couldn’t 
understand how Mrs Roundtree’s suggestion of giving 
‘reluctant learners’ the opportunity to stand by the blackboard 
and read aloud from a book of their own choosing could 
enhance confidence, and believed this would only serve to 
highlight the pupils who were inward or ‘introvert’ — a bleak 
descriptive of withdrawal and social ineptitude. She’d had 
her fair share of taunts as a child, being the archetypical 
‘misfit’- awkward and painfully shy. She distinctly 
remembered seeing a psychologist for several sessions of hair 
twiddling and awkward investigative counselling, but this did 
little to change her constitution. 
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Mrs Roundtree’s comments reverberated, and Jess began 
to question her role as a mother. Lost in thought, she took a 
wrong turn on the way home and found herself drifting 
among market stalls that stretched over the entire village 
square and spilled into a nearby field and beyond. The market 
was a weekly event run by local farmers and traders. The last 
time she visited was to see a reputable bookseller, which was 
incredibly fateful under the circumstances. It was a bitterly 
cold day and people were huddled together, while their 
children weaved aimlessly through legs. Pigeons fed on 
scraps of food that peppered the cobblestones. Cigarette stubs 
littered the area where they stood, floating in lingering 
puddles. Sellers repeatedly hollered out offers of the day, 
stepping out amid punters as they walked by. Various aromas 
drifted from takeaway food stalls, including the smell of 
frying onions. The eye-watering fusion of fat and shredded 
veg always turned Jess’s stomach. 


Having wandered aimlessly for a good hour, shuffling 
through the crowds like herding cattle, Jess was cold and 
tired. Her intention to leave without distraction had failed as 
she found herself standing beneath the plastic veranda of the 
reputable book seller - a literary emporium packed tight with 
pile after pile of well-thumbed reads that were teetering on 
corners and lined across tops of flimsy, makeshift shelving. 
She scanned the children’s section, and typically, the ones 
that looked the most interesting were precariously placed, 
threatening disaster if removed. A bespectacled lady popped 
up from behind the makeshift counter. “Can I help?” she 
asked. 

“Do you have any books to inspire a seven-year-old with a 
distinct lack of interest in reading?” Jess asked, laughing. 

The lady smiled and, after ferreting around in various 
places, returned moments later with a suitable selection. “If 
you buy two, you get a third free title,” she said. 

Distracted by squally showers soaking her ankles, Jess 
grabbed the nearest, handed over her money and left the stall. 

The flimsy plastic carrier bag full of books was flapping in 
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the wind like a loose sail, as she delved for her house keys. 
Her perpetual nosey neighbour, aptly named Parker, was 
peeping out from behind his shabby net curtains. He was a 
typical oddity permanently dishevelled with dirty fingernails 
and ill-fitting clothes. 


“Thank god,” Jess said, relieved to be kicking off her 
kitten heels, her feet dampened by tiny splits in the soles. 
Winter boots would have been better had they not been 
buried beneath wardrobe disarray until she had the time and 
inclination to rotate according to season. She tipped the 
contents of her carrier bag on to the dining table, and placed 
the books edge to edge, realising her choices had been 
swayed by the strong images and presentation. Long gone 
were baby days of wipe-clean shiny cardboard pages, she 
thought. 


Complimentary book, ‘third free title’, was a heavy read, 
awash with words like death, grief and mourning, and 
probably why it had been consigned to the ‘giveaway’ pile. It 
was like some sort of therapeutic, ‘mind-healing’ self help 
guide for the bereaved, which may have been helpful 
following the death of her own father just over a year ago. Its 
pages were particularly yellow and fusty despite being 
housed in a clear plastic sleeve. A large white-columned label 
from the village library was stuck to the first page. It had 
been stamped over and again and continued, with an 
extension overleaf. The cover artwork was a painting of wild 
flowers that grow near water and in every conceivable space 
from the merest of soil traces and among grass strands and in 
no way indicative of the book content. She struggled to find 
space for the book on an already overloaded bookshelf and 
something fell from within its pages and landed by her feet. It 
was a photograph of a young girl in jeans and a patterned t- 
shirt, perched on the backrest of a wooden bench that was 
similar to those which lined seaside promenades. Nothing 
was written on the other side to suggest who it was of, or 
where it taken which made it all the more mysterious. There 
was something about momentary captions of the past that 
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stirred the soul, and of adolescent days when time seemingly 
stood still. “Who are you?” she asked, mesmerised by the 
youthful face staring back at her. With unfounded curiosity 
she placed the photograph behind the chipped pineapple 
fridge magnet for safe keeping. 


Jess bathed in the stillness of early dawn following 
another fitful night. She was thankful that she didn’t have to 
go to work as the flower store was temporarily closed for a 
refit. Under normal circumstances, it was the ideal job, 
located within easy walking distance from home and school, 
owned by a dear sweet old lady called Edith, to whom she 
had grown remarkably close. 

The silence was soon broken as she heard loud voices 
outside. She peered through the curtains of her bedroom 
window which overlooked the street and saw Parker tussling 
with two young guys. They were trying to grab his wallet that 
protruded from the back pocket of his shrunken trousers. 
Though she didn’t particularly know him or even like him, it 
was a disturbing to see such a frail old man being attacked 
strides from his own gate post. She bolted downstairs and ran 
outside, flailing her arms and squawking like an old fishwife. 

“Leave him alone, you fucking hooligans,” she said, 
coughing as the words grazed her throat. 

“Who are you, bitch?” one asked, inhaling the remains of 
a cigarette butt before blowing smoke in her face. 

“T live here. Why are you trying to rob my neighbour?” 
she barked. 

“He’s a fucking weirdo,” he said. 

The other youth seemed less defensive and fidgety. “Come 
on, let’s go,” he said, edging backwards. 

Jess was angry, but there would be little point trying to 
reason with scumbags. They were probably low-life 
opportunists or druggies looking to fund their next fix. Parker 
shuffled back home and the lads quickly fled the scene, 
leaving Jess to clean up the mess, as it were. “I’m going to 
call the police whether you like it or not,” she said, bellowing 
through Parker’s rusty letterbox. 
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Jess pondered over what could have been a very different 
situation if there had been any kind of weapon involved. 
Whilst her courage was commendable, leaping to the defence 
of another regardless of the risk wasn’t the wisest move. 

Two police officers arrived within the hour and told her 
there had been a spate of similar attacks in the area. Jess 
warned them about Parker, who wasn’t the easiest of people 
to engage in conversation due to what she believed to be mild 
learning difficulties. She tried her best to describe the 
perpetrators, in particular, the surly one, who had a neck 
tattoo and wore a silver cross earring, but neither were truly 
distinguishable. It was hard to relay the exact details of the 
altercation, but the police officers noted down the dialog for 
future reference. Criminal disturbances were rare in such a 
close-knit community and local residents were usually 
diligent, aside from Parker whose passive peeping was 
habitual and of little use. The incident had left her a little 
shaken and feared she’d not heard the last of it. 


Paula, a good friend, who lived across the shared 
driveway, arrived home from school with her daughter, 
Poppy, and Jonas, as per their convenient ‘school drop off’ 
arrangement. Her persistent rat-tat on the door startled Jess, 
as she was still ‘on pins’ following the recent commotion. 
Tuesdays were always particularly swift as Paula had yoga 
class at the community hall, which left little time for small 
talk. 

“Oh my god, you wouldn’t believe what happened earlier - 
on my own doorstep,” Jess said. 

“Okay, laters,” Paula mumbled, as she headed down the 
driveway, looking back as if she had suddenly digested Jess’s 
words. 

“Laters it is,” Jess said, closing the door. 

“Who’s the lady?” Jonas asked, pointing to the photograph 
behind the chipped pineapple fridge magnet. 

“T don’t know. I just found it,” Jess said. 

“She looks nice.” 

The usual ‘TV ramble’ — two hours of supposedly 
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educational viewing for younger children, still appealed to 
seven-year-old Jonas as he sat cross-legged on the carpet, 
mimicking the various animal noises. Jess should have 
mentioned homework, but it was easier to leave him be and 
revel in the peace and quiet. Subconsciously, her father’s 
wise words rang out. “The lad needs to learn.” He was right, 
as always. 

“ve been to the market today,” Jess said, pointing 
towards the kitchen table where she had laid out the new 
books. Jonas reluctantly sauntered over and briefly skimmed 
through each one, lingering over the illustrations. She 
suggested that they read together, but he didn’t so much 
respond as mumble his disapproval. 

“Don’t like it,” he groaned 

“You have to, it’s a big deal,” Jess said, trying not to be 
overly forceful. 

Maybe that was the problem, that she was too damn 
lenient. It was beyond coincidence that his aversion to books 
followed the ‘reading aloud in class’ fiasco. Jonas didn’t fare 
well, and fellow pupils scoffed, launching balls of screwed 
up paper at the blackboard as he stuttered his way through a 
chosen paragraph of a favourite book, ‘The Zoo Caper’. He 
fled into the corridor and refused to return to the classroom. 
Despite Mrs Roundtree’s good intentions, it simply wasn’t a 
case of ‘one size fits all’. 


Jonas had grown a little rebellious since starting junior 
school and Jess’s limp parenting lacked a firm guideline. 
Since her father’s passing, she had struggled to enforce 
anything and found the art of disciplining her son particularly 
difficult. The framed photograph of her father that stood 
centrally above the fireplace was still a comfort, like he was 
in the room, fuelled by her overwhelming desire to see him 
one more time. ‘Chin up lass,’ he’d say if ever she was 
grouchy or low, but that prop was gone, for good. 

Despite holding a mug of freshly made coffee, Jess began 
to feel unnaturally cold, her breath a freezing cloud of 
moisture. The kitchen window was slightly open on what was 
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a typical autumnal day, but it couldn’t account for the sub- 
zero temperature that had suddenly enveloped the room. An 
eerie dark mass appeared in her peripheral vision, moving 
with her gaze. She wondered if it was her father trying to 
communicate, but the sensation was of a sinister rather than a 
calming, gentle presence. The ensuing silence was 
overwhelming, like a typical scene in a scary movie when the 
music stops and the killer strikes. She tried to remain still, 
but her eyes were drawn towards the kitchen where she 
immediately noticed the photograph of the mysterious girl 
had gone from behind the chipped pineapple fridge magnet. 
The desire to find it was all consuming and she began 
peering in and around the small gaps between cupboards and 
under the kitchen table, mindful that paper could float into 
the most awkward and secluded places. It was weird and 
disproportionate, but for a few single moments, Jess was lost 
in a deep and intense heart-wrenching sadness. 


It was business as usual at the flower store and Jess was 
looking forward to her first shift working in a relatively new 
environment. She had missed Edith, who was much like her 
own grandmother, who she had lost when she was only 
seventeen. The store’s newly painted entrance was adorned 
with a red ribbon and an elaborate bow at either end to hide 
the pins. Edith wore pearls — double-tiered with a gold clasp, 
to mark the occasion. The place seemed much bigger and 
brighter than before. The counter had been relocated to create 
space for stem cutting, snipping and wrapping, and floor to 
ceiling flower racks adorned the back wall. At long last, a 
reinforced glass panel had been fitted in the front door to fix 
the damage done by local vandals some months ago. 

“T should have brought champagne to celebrate,” Jess said, 
feeling a little tearful. 

Edith was proud of what she had achieved on a modest 
budget and couldn’t wait to share the newly renovated space 
with her customers, the first of which would receive a 
selection of flowers. 

“So, how’s Jonas?” Edith asked, with overplayed and 
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irrational concern child abduction, murder etc... Such a heavy 
prose reinforced Jess’s suspicions that Edith had once lost a 
child. 

“He’s fine,” Jess said, as always. 

“Here’s a little treat for the boy, you know I can’t resist,” 
Edith said, handing her a bag of multi-coloured candy strips, 
Jonas’s favourite. 

“He’ll have no teeth left. But thank you.” 

The house was relatively tidy, except for Jonas’s room 
where it appeared as if the heart of a small tornado had swept 
in. Every conceivable space was littered with toys, apart from 
Trevor, a favoured fur companion, who was sat on the 
windowsill. Board games, jigsaws and bundles of books 
fused together by sticky spillages lay strewn across the 
carpet. Jess just had to brave the mayhem and wore slippers 
to guard against splintered toy parts that lurked within carpet 
fibres. As she gathered up the final scraps of paper, she 
discovered the missing photograph though a little creased. 
Jonas must have taken it after all. Maybe he was just as 
curious about the smiling girl. It wasn’t the first time he had 
‘borrowed’ something, only for it to be discovered months 
later. 


The garage was stark and dismal, coated in cobwebs and 
slimy oil stains, and served only as a temporary home for 
discarded items. It used to be Peter’s domain, and his tools 
still lined the wall, hanging above a makeshift work bench. 
Jess used the space to evade many things, including the car 
which hadn’t been driven since early spring, now covered by 
a blanket of gritty remnants that had fallen from above. She 
found the driver’s side door hard to open as its rubber seal 
had fused to the frame and the windscreen and wipers were 
swathed in congealed gunk and dead flies. 

“T can’t do this. Not today,” she said. 


A particularly favoured shortcut that had been best 


avoided post-dusk, was now passable thanks to newly 
installed halogen street lighting. After dark, the dense 
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woodland pathway used to feel creepy and unsettling — 
snapping twigs, a swift breeze whistling through the trees and 
the echo of a dog barking in the distance or was it a howling 
wolf? Jonas didn’t care either way and was perfectly happy 
to weave aimlessly through the mini woodland, lost in his 
imagination. As they drew closer to home, Jess noticed a 
figure by the front door. It looked like the outline of a small 
person or child, but with no defining features. She beckoned 
Jonas back to try and avert his attention. 

“What?” he said, fiddling with the strap of his school bag. 

“Did you take the photograph of the lady from behind the 
fridge magnet?” she asked. 

“No, I didn’t. Why?” 

“No reason. I just found it in your bedroom.” 

The shape was fading and had completely disappeared by 
the time they reached the garden gate. Jess’s immediate 
thoughts were of the two boys who had tried to rob Parker, as 
the incident was still uppermost in her mind. She lingered in 
the doorway, debating whether it was just a trick of the light 
or something or someone was hiding in the shadows. 


The phone rang intermittently as if whoever it was on the 
other end couldn’t decide whether to make the call. Jonas 
was splashing around in the bath while Jess kept watch even 
though he was old enough to be left unattended. 

“Answer it. It might be daddy,” he said, shoeing her away. 

“Hello, who is this?” Jess asked. 

“Tt’s Jane,” the caller said, weeping. 

“Oh my god, I didn’t realise. What’s wrong?” Jess asked 
trying to block out Jonas’s relentless squealing. 

Jane sounded terrified. “Si’s found me. He’s been staring 
through the kitchen window,” she said, sobbing. 

“Get a taxi to my house. You can sleep on the sofa.” 

“T can’t he might follow me, and then what?” 

“T’ll see you tomorrow.” 

She hadn’t seen Jane in a good while and assumed she was 
happily re-building her life and that her particularly violent 
relationship with good-guy-turned-psychopath was long 
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gone. It had taken some considerable time for Jane to find the 
courage to get the hell out. She hadn’t so much been under 
his wing, as pinned beneath the sole of his hobnailed boot. 


The flat was only a short bus ride away. It wasn’t the best 
neighbourhood, but Jane needed anonymity to keep her from 
the clutches of a violent man — so much for that. Once 
outside, Jess tapped lightly on the door. The garden gate 
slammed back and forth on the latch and shuffling branches 
of a nearby weeping willow tree further stoked her senses. 
Her flimsy coat flapped like a flag on a pole. 

“Thank god,” she said, as the door finally opened. 

“What’s wrong?” Jane asked. 

“Tt’s just freezing out here.” 

“Well, it’s no wonder. That’s barely a coat you’re 
wearing.” 

The entrance hall of Jane’s flat was lost in a veil of 
darkness. Framed pictures stood in a line against the wall, 
caked in dust. Scraps of carpet and underlay formed a 
temporary floor covering to save standing on bare boards. 

“Pll put the kettle on,” Jess said, ferreting around in the 
cupboard for clean cups. A mountainous pile of dirty pots 
filled the sink. 

“Excuse the state of it, but I just can’t go near ‘that’ 
window,” Jane said. 

Jess rolled up her sleeves and got to work. “You can’t live 
like this.” 

“You haven’t come here to play housemaid,” Jane said, 
ushering Jess into the living room. 

Jane’s tremor had returned, and her hands were shaking 
like a withdrawing alcoholic craving the next glug of whisky. 
Si’s reappearance had ruined everything. Although the flat 
looked far from homely, it was better than the refuge. A 
criminal roams free, but she is the one behind bars, her 
freedom on hold once again. 

“Call me day or night. You know the drill,” Jess said. 
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Chapter Two 
Chosen 


Seconds from the bell, Jonas shot through the main doors like 
a human cannon ball. The morning’s visit to see Jane had 
been mentally draining and, selfishly, Jess craved solitude. 
Her sorry excuse for a coat was now dripping wet and clung 
to her body while her excitable son delighted in every puddle 
of rainwater. “Slow down,” she said. But he was already way 
ahead, running alongside another little boy. He wore short 
trousers, a grey blazer over a white shirt and tie, which 
looked decidedly out of place given the season. “Please 
Mummy, can he come in and play?” Jonas asked, as they 
arrived home. 

“Yes, of course,” Jess said. 

The boys sat together on the carpet, engrossed in pre- 
school ‘TV ramble’ and laughing at the infantile dialog. Jess 
placed two glasses of blackcurrant juice and a plate of 
biscuits on the lounge room table. “So, what’s your name?” 
she asked the new boy. 

“Sam,” he said, staring back, his dark blue eyes adorned 
with remarkably long lashes. 

“Where do you live?” 

With no words, he just pointed towards the window. 

His rather pale and scrawny legs were damp and covered 
in stray leaves and grass blades. Jess grabbed a towel to wipe 
them dry, but the poor boy didn’t seem to comprehend her 
concern and edged away. As she stood to her feet, an 
overwhelming nauseous sensation tipped her balance. It 
could be that she was a little dehydrated or hungry, having 
not eaten since morning. 


Jess had laid out an extra place setting for dinner, but the 
house had fallen remarkably quiet compared to only 
moments ago, when Jonas and Sam were playing tag in the 
living room. She hoped that the aroma of meatballs and 
tomato sauce baking in the oven would lure them both to the 
table, but Jonas came downstairs alone. 

“Where’s Sam?” Jess asked. 

Jonas shrugged his shoulders. “Dunno.” 


Wrist-deep in breakfast pots, Jess mindlessly glared 
through the window and caught sight of Mum’s car pulling 
up outside. The bright yellow Citroen CV was unmistakable 
with a flower motif on the driver’s side door and a ladybird 
toggle on the aerial tip. She watched Mum hobbling up the 
path, a bag on each arm and a walking stick held tight to her 
side, which served no purpose. Jess felt a little mean, but 
knew Mum was a stubborn old boot who consistently refused 
help. She was also a selfless, stoical woman whose infectious 
smile lit up the room no matter what life threw her way. 

“T have treats,” she said, and placed a white cardboard box 
containing two enormous apple turnovers, packed with fresh 
cream, on the table. Jess was ready for something heavenly 
and savoured every mouthful of sugar-sweet pastry. Mum 
seemed distracted, and turned sharply as if something had 
brushed past. This had never happened before, not in Jess’s 
house, which was a little disturbing. Mum was a psychic 
medium and empath, so was in tune with the afterlife, with 
the dead that float among us. She was encapsulated by the 
photograph of the girl from the ‘third free title’, holding it out 
front as if distance somehow made it clearer, her face as 
white as chalk. “So much sadness,” Mum said, shaking her 
head. 

Jess was curious and likened Mum’s reaction to that of her 
own when she previously thought the photograph was lost. 
“What do you mean?” she asked. 

“Tt’s not clear at this point, but I sense something sinister.” 

The situation was reminiscent of a similar event that 
happened during a family holiday when Jess was just a 
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teenager. She was walking with her parents along the 
promenade of some seaside town on the south coast when 
Mum turned back to read a public information notice about a 
missing girl that was stuck to an old lamp post. After a while, 
she came bounding back, insisting she call the telephone 
number that she had written on her hand. Being so young, 
Jess didn’t really understand, but Mum explained everything 
some years later, that she had experienced a vision or remote 
viewing as it is better known within psychic circles, when 
first passing the notice. She gave the police an accurate 
description of what she had seen in her head, that she was 
standing by a stone-built bridge secluded by overgrown trees 
and there was an old wooden bench pitched on a grass verge 
edging the roadside behind her. The entrance to Hangman’s 
Wood was close by, known to local residents as the forest of 
lost souls, as those who enter are often engulfed by its sheer 
density, swathed in acres of trees and narrow paths sprawling 
in all directions. It was assumed that the girl had wandered 
into the wood while her mother stopped to give directions to 
a passing motorist. Days later, she was discovered beneath 
the stone-built bridge, mildly hypothermic and with no 
memory of how she came to be there. Jess can clearly 
remember the sheer joy on her mother’s face when news 
came that that the girl had been found safe and well. The 
tears rolled down her face, as if it had been her own flesh and 
blood. To guard against similar incidents, Hangman’s Wood 
was now a public park with a designated pathway and clearly 
marked entry and exit gates. 


Mum just couldn’t settle and began rooting through the 
house like a police dog sniffing for drugs. The reason for the 
impromptu search became clear as she returned moments 
later, holding a chain with a locket fob. 

“T thought you were allergic to gold,” she said. 

“That’s not mine,” Jess said, puzzled. “Where did you find 
it?” 

“Tt was lying in the middle of Jonas’s mattress.” 

Mum was reflective, as if something didn’t quite add up. 
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“Are you hiding something?” 
“T don’t think so.” 


The flower store was busy from the outset. As Edith was 
feeling unwell, Jess muddled through alone, dealing with 
multiple orders and replenishing fresh flowers in display 
buckets that stood both inside and out. Mr Yarrow was a 
regular customer and normally a kind, elderly gentleman who 
always wore a smile. Today he looked rather stern as he 
approached the counter to demand six red roses. She 
proceeded to wrap the flowers in tissue paper and clear 
cellophane-dotted with pink hearts. 

He slammed the money down, snatched the bouquet and 
left. 

“You’re welcome,” Jess said. 


There seemed to be no rational explanation for the large, 
murky puddle on the kitchen floor that greeted Jess as she 
arrived home, as she could see no obvious drips from the 
ceiling or leaking water trails from the fridge or washing 
machine. She tried to soak up the water, but the mop resisted 
contact as if she was trying to force two magnets together. On 
closer inspection, what first appeared to be water was now a 
black, gloopy substance, swirling and bubbling, like an 
illusionary caldron. She reached down to touch the surface 
and the mass drew in her hand. 

“Oh my god,” she screamed, frantically pulling back to 
free herself from the syrupy blob. It was beyond the realm, as 
if she was dreaming while awake. It couldn’t be medication 
as she hadn’t taken antidepressants or sleeping tablets for 
months and her insomnia wasn’t severe enough to cause any 
visual disturbance. As she returned to the site, noticed that 
the floor was bone dry and ran her fingers over the surface to 
be doubly sure. It was questionable whether the dark figure 
by the rose bush and other mysterious anomalies were 
connected to the discovery of the photograph. 
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The sound of Jonas in open discussion with toys wasn’t 
unusual, but as Jess peered around his bedroom door, saw 
that he was talking to Sam and were both sat happily playing 
on the ‘trains’ rug. 

“Where did you come from?” she asked the mystery boy. 

His response was hostile and very different to their initial 
meeting - a seemingly innocent child. As if butter wouldn’t 
melt. He was also quite grubby, with a headful of twigs and 
grass blades. His shirt was soiled and had two buttons 
missing. 

“Leave him alone,” Jonas said, abruptly. 

“Excuse me,” Jess said. 

At that moment she began to feel a little sick and left the 
room. It was much more intense than before, and left her 
stomach feeling bruised and sore. Jonas followed her towards 
the stairs, snivelling. “I’m sorry, mummy.” 

“Sam should go now,” she said, sternly. 


Jess was terrified by the sound of hollow scraping, as the 
surrounding walls closed in around her. Suddenly the ground 
gave away, and she was plunged into the murky depths of 
dark water. The motion of falling broke yet another 
disturbing nightmare and she sat at the foot of the bed, 
disorientated and panic-stricken. Her pillowcase was covered 
in muddy particles, as if from the dream itself. The world was 
changing, but not in a good way. 


It was a regular Saturday moming, aside from Jess’ 
residual headache, and doubts about recent events, real or 
imagined. Jonas repeatedly questioned whether ‘daddy was 
coming’ as if on rewind and repeat. Peter’s visits had become 
more random than regular, and communications between the 
estranged couple were little more than occasional grunts 
between gritted teeth. Their fractured relationship was 
unfortunate, but despite everything, Jess missed him terribly. 
Following a suspected adulterous liaison with a woman at 
work, she threw him out of the family home so making 
amends was always going to be an awkward prospect. 
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Jess met Peter while working as a personal assistant for 
Burnet & Heath, a small city-based law firm. He had joined 
ranks as a newly qualified solicitor, a feisty businessman with 
confidence and prowess, and she was smitten from the onset. 
They shared a defined chemistry or ‘warm, fuzzy feeling’, 
and she knew right there and then that he was the one. 
Colleagues scoffed, saying that such a close working 
relationship wouldn’t last, but as with the old cliché, 
suggestive of a frivolous sugar-coated tale, it was indeed a 
whirlwind romance and they married within a year. All was 
well until Felicity arrived on the scene, and this threw a 
proverbial spanner in the works. Jess winced as the sassy 
trainee legal exec with a tidy cleavage and an hourglass 
figure flirted shamelessly with Peter, like a back-house 
whore. Jess began to compare herself to the glamorous 
‘newbie’, which made her feel worthless and inadequate. 


Intimacy between the couple had all but disappeared, but 
following a night out with the boys, Peter returned home 
drunk and they had sex for the first time in months. As a 
result, Jess fell pregnant which raised her hopes for the 
future. The prospect of a baby briefly drew her and Peter 
closer together, though nagging doubts of his supposed 
adultery festered within their troubled relationship. 


Peter was out of town when Jess went into labour, so she 
travelled to the hospital alone. Mum was attending some 
seminar, so she rang her father, but insisted he stay at home, 
as he wasn’t in the best of health. Despite her advice he made 
his way to the hospital and arrived minutes before the birth. 
Jonas was only a small baby, weighing in at just over six 
pounds. Following the usual health checks Jess was soon 
discharged. 


Within days, Jess started to feel mentally as well as 
physically tired as Jonas was barely sleeping between feeds. 
Peter tried to help, but she found his presence irritating, 
certain she could smell Felicity’s perfume whenever he came 
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near her. What was thought to be ‘baby-blues’ had 
accelerated into a deep depression and Jess struggled to 
climb out of the dark hole in which she found herself. Peter 
took time off work to look after their son while Jess 
oscillated between not coping and scraping by on a modicum 
of sanity. He suggested she see a doctor, but this was like a 
red rag to a raging bull, and Jess took the meaningful advice 
as an insult. 

Mum used her powers of persuasion to encourage Jess to 
seek help and postnatal depression was finally diagnosed. 
Treatment with antidepressants followed, though the offer of 
adjunctive counselling was declined on the grounds that Jess 
wasn’t ready for any kind of self-analytic therapy. 


Breaking point came during one very stressful day when 
Jonas was being particularly unruly and uncooperative. Jess 
needed bread and milk and took the car into the village for 
convenience, or so she thought. Pushing a fractious baby 
around the mini-mart full of reluctant shoppers was 
particularly challenging, so she grabbed what she could and 
took her place at the back of a busy queue. Good thing she 
was parked directly outside the supermarket with it raining 
heavily and having more bags than she could comfortably 
hang on pram handles. She quickly threw the pram into the 
boot and placed the groceries on the back seat. Jonas heaved 
and twisted to avoid being strapped in. The driver behind 
impatiently gesticulated and in her haste to get away, inertia 
tipped the bags onto the floor. The unfortunate chain of 
events broke Jess’s resolve, and tears of frustration cascaded 
down her flushed cheeks. Once home, she gathered her 
shopping from beneath the seats and discovered a folded 
piece of paper jutting out from the pocket in the passenger 
door. 


Dear Peter, 
I’ve seen the way you look at me - I’m yours. 
Felicity xx 
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Jess felt woeful and incredibly angry. 

“Who the fuck is this woman — cheap slut,” she said, her 
heart beating so hard and fast she could feel it in her throat. 

In her rage, she grabbed a role of black sacks, ripping 
them apart one by one. She began emptying wardrobes, 
drawers and countless cupboards of Peter’s clothes, together 
with books, folders, pens and a leather-bound diary. As the 
adrenalin faded, she slumped to the floor and stared at the 
countless bundles of memories and paraphernalia — a 
physical representation of an expired relationship. The front 
door was still ajar and so she leapt to her feet, fearing for a 
few terrifying moments that Jonas had wondered outside, but 
then saw him lying behind the sofa, his little face plastered in 
random hair strands. Knowing he was safe she hauled the 
bags outside and piled them against the garage door with a 
note: 


I hope Felicity has room. 
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Chapter Three 


Affirmation 


Although it was little over six years ago, Jess could clearly 
remember the gut-wrenching hurt and disappointment as she 
stood at the kitchen window, watching as Peter bundled the 
consequences of his supposed actions into the boot of his 
shiny red convertible. 

Since that fateful day, Peter’s visits had grown 
increasingly awkward. The unmistakable tap on the door with 
his fancy ignition key was like a shot to the heart and Jess 
longed to hide away to kerb the pain. His refusal to 
communicate on any level while he stood silently in the 
lounge, repeatedly glancing at his watch and jingling the 
small change in his pocket served only to deepen the 
hostility. Jonas finally emerged, treading shoes and clutching 
a rucksack full of things he couldn’t live without. 

“Can Sam come too?” Jonas asked, ragging Peter’s sleeve. 

“Sam?” Peter said, confused. 

At that moment, a bitterly cold blast of air passed through 
them, confirming Jess’s suspicion, that the boy was a 
spiritual entity. 

Jonas was indignant, straining his neck and pointing back 
over his shoulder. 

“He’s there, look.” 

Jess just shook her head as she shuffled their fractious son 
towards the door. 


Jess was dithering inside as she watched Peter drive into 
the distance and Jonas’s tiny hand waving from the passenger 
window. She now understood why Mum had sensed a ghostly 
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presence in the kitchen and her subsequent reaction to the 
photograph. Could the girl and Sam be connected? 


Painting was Jess’s favourite hobby, but she preferred to 
do this on a Sunday when Jonas was spending time with his 
father. Throughout the years she had accumulated a modest 
collection of landscapes and abstract scenes that she hoped 
would one day line the walls of a long-awaited art room. In 
her mind’s eye she could see her easel by the window and her 
paint tray, brushes and cloths in an allocated space rather than 
in an old shoe box under the bed. Portraits were a weak point, 
but a particular photograph of her father — a casual, 
impromptu pose taken in the garden weeks before his 
passing, had challenged her to capture the image in oils. It 
would be very emotive, but better now her grieving had 
waned. While applying a pale blue-grey baseline colour to 
the blank canvas, the familiar nauseous wave rose from the 
pit of her stomach. This was usually attributed to Sam’s 
presence, which was unnerving. The room temperature 
plummeted, the bitter chill clinging to her skin like an icy 
cloak. She paused for a moment, certain it wasn’t just her 
imagination. The sensation eventually subsided, and she 
continued with the painting, tracing a rough outline of her 
father’s head shape, defining contours with a fine tipped 
brush. 


Red was crucial, especially for skin tones. Jess stood on 
the rickety dressing table stool to reach for a bag of spare oil 
paint tubes that she kept in the overhang cupboard above her 
bed. When she returned to her room, noticed that the easel 
had mysteriously rotated and was now facing towards her. 
The blank canvas, but for a few strokes, had morphed into a 
completed painting of flowers with reeds and pompous grass 
surrounding an eerie stretch of water. She was mesmerised, 
initially embraced by the textures and shading, but unable to 
comprehend its existence, dabbing the paint to check that it 
was real and not another random vision. “Who are you? 
Whose painting is this?” she asked, with arms outstretched. 
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In response, a piercing scream tore through the walls, 
sending shockwaves down her spine and reverberating in her 
ears like the buzz of a giant insect. 


The commotion had left Jess in no mood for anything — it 
was enough to fathom what had just happened and why. 
Could it be a recurring depression or an underlying organic 
cause such a brain tumour that was distorting her thought 
processes? With a host of disturbing possibilities, she 
grabbed the house keys and threw on her coat, but with no 
discernible destination. Over-thinking or “getting in a flap’ if 
there was no simple answer was one of her many traits, but 
this was different. She thought about the drop-in centre in the 
village, but feared they may suspect a serious mental disorder 
such as psychosis or that she could even be sectioned. 


Paula’s dog, Charlie, a wolf hound of some considerable 
height, was pacing back and forth, trying to lick his way 
through the patio door as Jess stood waiting for an answer. 
There was probably no need to knock as his whining was just 
as effective. 

“So sorry — I was tidying my wardrobe and ye know what 
that means,” Paula said, clutching a pile of neatly folded 
shirts. 

Jess wouldn’t normally step in before being invited, but it 
just couldn’t wait. “I need 

to talk - do you have a minute?” she asked. 

The craziness of recent days fell from her lips, like the 
ramblings of a mental patient. Aware of her previous 
depressive episodes, Paula was understandably concerned 
that Jess was telling the truth and although it wasn’t a direct 
solution, suggested they visit the new Italian restaurant in the 
village Wednesday week. It would give Jess the opportunity 
to talk some more and to escape the humdrum, if only for a 
short while. God knows she needed something else to focus 
on other than the inexplicable and was grateful for the invite. 

“Before ye go, come an’ take a look at this,” Paula said, 
dragging Jess into the back garden where a highly maintained 
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horticultural haven flourished regardless of season. The gate 
latch was fractured and hanging loose, wave petunias that 
once edged the grass border had been trampled flat, clay 
splinters from broken pots lie scattered by the shed door 
alongside muddy footprints. 

Jess shook her head in despair. “What the hell? First 
Parker and now this,” she said. 

Paula was very proactive and had her nose firmly in 
community business. She had engineered a campaign to 
launch a neighbourhood watch scheme and planned to invite 
local residents to the community hall to discuss permanent 
surveillance. Longwinded debates that dragged on for hours 
weren’t Jess’s idea of fun, especially in a place that had little 
or no reliable heating. “Draw up a petition and Ill sign it,” 
Jess said, promising to spread the word. She made her way 
home, her head hung low. She was grateful for Paula’s 
support, but it was a big ask to expect anyone to understand 
what was going on, and it seemed no-one did apart from her 
own mother. 


Jess needed an outfit for the impending trip to the Italian 
restaurant and began sifting through her disorganised 
wardrobe. Various hangers strained under the weight of ill- 
draped garments crowded by boxes of shoes and accessories, 
most of which complimented clothes that were either long 
gone or didn’t fit. Among them was a black dress shrouded in 
clear polythene that she wore at her father’s funeral and a 
navy cocktail dress that still had the price tag hanging from 
the neckline. Standing to the back was her lace-clad wedding 
dress, looking as pristine as the day it was collected from the 
bridal shop. Random flakes of confetti that had gathered in 
the folds brought tears to her eyes, reminiscent of much 
happier times, when loneliness was someone else’s 
predicament. 


The ‘miracle’ painting was still resting on the easel. It 


could be argued that Jess had had a productive day with her 
brushes having barely touched the palette. She lingered over 
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the woodland scene once again, moving in closer in to 
observe the tiniest of flowers, individually defined and 
exquisitely accurate. It was beyond the wildest of 
imaginations that such a beautiful piece had materialised 
from supernatural phenomena. 


Jonas’s return brought relief as Jess didn’t want to be 
alone, not now. A particularly excitable little boy burst 
through the front door, holding a birthday party invitation 
from Peter’s nephew, George — a devilish child whose 
presence antagonised all except his delusional and blinkered 
parents — Louise and Jeffrey. Jess was happy, even though 
she knew Jonas didn’t fare well with unruly children, being 
sensitive and all. 


The usual array of recyclable pap littered the doormat, but 
for one envelope addressed to Jess in black ink scroll. It was 
an invitation from legal firm, Reid, Marsh & Mallow, 
inviting her to the Will reading of her father, Mr Gordon 
Alder. Any kind of inheritance had been completely 
unexpected, and Mum had never even mentioned the 
possibility. He had always been a proud man whose main 
concern was to take care of his family, but this was 
something else entirely —- maybe he had a secretive side, but 
in a positive sense. 


Jess was called to back to school a little earlier than 
expected. It wasn’t that Jonas was unwell, but Mrs Hardwick 
had concerns of a different nature. Once outside the deputy’s 
office, she knocked apprehensively, and tried to focus on the 
festive selection of artworks that aligned the walls to dampen 
her anxious thoughts. Finally, she was invited in and offered 
a seat by a piping hot radiator. ““We’ve had a few problems 
today didn’t we Jonas?” Mrs Hardwick said, peering over her 
glasses. Apparently, many attempts to contact Jess had been 
made throughout the day, but neither her mobile or landline 
were showing any missed calls. Jonas had been talking in 
class as if conversing with an imaginary person and then 
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during the swimming lesson, started screaming and thrashing 
around in the water. 

Mrs Hardwick perched on the edge of her desk. “Who’s 
Sam?” she asked, with a frown so deep you could count the 
creases in her forehead. 

“He’s a friend,” Jess said. 

Jonas was fidgety and tearful. “Sam can’t swim,” he 
sobbed. When distressed, he had a habit of placing one foot 
over the other and vice versa, occasionally smashing the toes 
together. 

Jess tried to stay calm despite the sweltering heat from the 
radiator filtering through her coat. It must have been the 
strangest scene, and although it was pretty clear who was 
responsible for the fracas, it would be incredibly difficult to 
explain the likely presence of a ghost in a school setting, like 
some illusionary stalker. “I really don’t know what to make 
of it,” Jess said, dismissively. 

Mrs Hardwick seemed happy to let it slide, but suggested 
Jonas take some time out “for things to settle”. It seemed like 
a sensible idea, if a little overstated - kids do the weirdest 
things and this was just another ‘storm in a teacup’. The walk 
home was quiet and reflective with Jonas dragging his feet 
and scuffing dead leaves on the pavement. 

Jonas’s activity bag was unusually grim. A mass of earthy 
bits and pieces fell from the creases and into the sink along 
with wet trunks, and a red and white striped t-shirt and shorts 
that she didn’t recognise. “I don’t remember these,” Jess said, 
holding up the waterlogged items. 

“Not mine,” Jonas said, shrugging his shoulders. 


Jess dragged her aching body from beneath the duvet to 
make coffee and sit out the small hours. Jonas appeared at 
first light, clutching Trevor by the one ear that was barely 
attached, looking uninspired by the prospect of a day at 
home. She was no expert on the complexities of human 
psychology, but feared Jonas may have interpreted the break 
from school as punishment for the swimming pool fiasco. 
She tried to explain that what we see can often be 
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misinterpreted and Mrs Hardwick may have thought he was 
just splashing around in the water. He struggled to understand 
his mother’s analogy. “But Sam was drowning,” he said. 

“Okay. Did someone dive in and help?” 

“T think so, don’t know.” 

It should have been obvious, even to a seven-year-old, but 
he seemed unable to question the logic, that no child in 
distress would be left in the water under any circumstances. 


Mum’s impromptu visit was welcome, and Jess drew 
comfort from explaining why Jonas was at home watching 
TV on a school day. Although Mum’s intention wasn’t to 
trivialise, she tried to offer reassurance. She believed that 
Sam wasn’t a figment of anyone’s imagination or the product 
of an unstable mind, but the ‘spirit’ of a boy who was trying 
to communicate, though why had yet to be discovered. 
Whilst it sounded completely rational in her world, Jess was 
battling to keep her shit together. Once again, Mum homed in 
on the mystery photograph, staring at the young girl nobody 
knew. “This is Sam’s mother, I’m sure of it,” she said. Jess 
wished she had never laid eyes on the snapshot and found its 
presence irritating. “Here, you have it. The damn thing is 
tuling our lives right now,” she snapped, slamming it down 
on the kitchen table, but Mum’s attention was elsewhere. 

“Ts that Sam?” Mum asked, staring beyond where Jess was 
standing. The boy’s impromptu appearance startled Jess and 
she flailed her arms and accidentally unhooked the mirror 
that sat above the light switch, sending it hurtling to the floor. 
As they stood in deathly cold, Sam lingered for a little while 
before fading into the lounge room wall. It was now clear 
that his initial sickly-sweet persona was just a facade to play 
on her motherly instincts, and that this was the dark side, the 
beast within. Mum’s face was grey, signalling her first 
encounter with the resident ghost. 

“This is crazy,” she said, pointing. 

The photograph had somehow resumed its position behind 
the chipped pineapple fridge magnet. 


28 


It would be easy to assume the worst as Jess had 
telephoned Jane’s flat several times without success — had Si 
carried out his threat and left her decomposing body on a 
blood-soaked mattress? “We have to go out,” Jess said, 
handing Jonas his coat and gloves. He didn’t want to, but Jess 
just had to put her mind at rest. The flat was only a short 
distance away, within an unsavoury district swathed in 
boarded windows and graffiti-lined walls. Though it was 
almost lunch time, pre-schoolers were wandering the streets 
in their night clothes while mothers occupied doorways, 
smoking and screeching like banshees. Litter blew around in 
the breeze as did the stench of rotting bin waste. Once 
outside Jane’s front door, a lady appeared from the shared 
passageway. “You must be Jess,” she said, handing her a 
grubby white envelope. 


Dear Jess, 


Si finally called, but I was ready, with a cheese knife can 
you believe, so I stabbed his arm several times. As I write 
this, the police are on their way to escort me back to the safe 
house until he’s found - maybe they should just follow the 
blood trail! 

I'll be in touch. 

Jane x 


It was the best and yet, the worst news. Although Jane was 
safe, she had been forced to leave her home once again, and 
was back to ‘no fixed abode’ thanks to her unrepentant ex. 


The sound of rhythmic, shallow breaths stirred Jess from 
intermittent slumber. From feeling cosy-warm beneath the 
duvet she began to dither like a fox in a trap as a blast of icy 
cold air seeped through to her bones. As she peeled back the 
covers, an orb the size of a tennis ball hovered within her line 
of sight, rotating and darting fitfully around the room before 
resuming its position. Within the sphere was an angry face, 
its mouth gaping and silently screaming. Her grip tightened 
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as she edged away from the seething ball of light, splintering 
several fingernails on the edge of the mattress. Every nerve 
was jangling, her throat so dry that the smallest of swallows 
was like ingesting tiny needles. The apparition began to fade, 
its hypnotic glow dissipating before shooting under the door 
sill. She noticed the ‘third free title’ lying by the lamp on the 
bedside cabinet even though it had been placed on the 
overcrowded bookshelf the day she brought it home from the 
market stall. 


School beckoned. Jonas quietly gathered his things and 
waited by the door, with no hesitation. Jess was distracted, 
trying to mentally digest the chronically disturbing apparition 
that had occupied her room only hours ago. “Mummy, why 
are your hands dirty?” Jonas asked. 

Jess turned her palms inwards. “That’s strange,” she said. 
It was as if she had dowsed them in mud that had 
subsequently dried, leaving a flaky film of dust in every palm 
crease. It was more concerning that she hadn’t even noticed. 
It seemed that a formidable force was hell bent on testing her 
sanity, leaving her in a permanent state of bewilderment. 


As autumn slowly bled into winter, suitable footwear was 
imperative, and Jess vowed to ditch the flimsy heels for her 
fur-lined boots. She needed groceries but had no desire to 
rescue the car from its neglected state even though the 
shopping trawl would be a whole lot easier. Instead, she 
hobbled to the village and back again, loaded with bags full 
of essentials and sweltering beneath her hefty winter coat. 
Within strides from the garden date, one of the handles 
ripped, spilling its contents on the drive. Parker’s 
unmistakable outline could be seen behind the flimsy net 
curtain of his lounge window, watching her every move. 
“Can I help?” a softly spoken female voice whispered from 
the street, as Jess was scrabbling under the privet to gather 
runaway fruit and vegetables. The one person she prayed she 
would never see again was now stood before her. “What do 
you want?” she hissed. 
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“To talk that’s all,” Felicity said, looking surprisingly dull 
and far from the voluptuous woman that had once tantalised 
every male that graced the corridors of Burnet & Heath, 
including Peter. There she was, in her flat shoes and a 
flowery dress, flanked by a plain overcoat usually worn by a 
much older, dowdier fraternity. “You better come in,” Jess 
said, removing her shoes with a defined kick. Coffee was 
inevitable, but galling, as she selected the cup with the 
chipped rim for her unwelcome guest. A frosty silence 
gripped the room as the women sat opposite each other, 
pondering the start of a very awkward conversation, as if 
teetering on the edge of a melting pot. Felicity held the 
chipped cup to her lips, revealing stumpy fingernails that 
were once perfectly slender and manicured. “I’ve been trying 
to ring you,” she said, shuffling nervously as if sat on 
splinters. 

“Why are you here?” Jess asked, curious as to what had 
prompted the visit. 

“T know it’s been a long time coming, but I wanted to 
apologise for behaving so 

very badly before” 

“Yes. What was that all about?” 

“T just wanted to be loved, I guess.” 

“Ts that why you put the letter in our car?” 

“T didn’t mean to. It was so childish.” 

Following years of subsequent therapy, Felicity had turned 
her life around. The glamour had been nothing more than a 
smokescreen, a flimsy layer to hide a deep sadness and 
feelings of inadequacy due to a neglectful, torturous 
childhood. She flirted with men to dampen an interminable 
jealousy of everyone fortunate enough to be in a loving 
relationship. 


Jess was now able to acknowledge the reason she had 
suspected Peter of having an affair, that it was the work of an 
unstable and paranoid mind, exacerbated by overwhelming 
sadness and postnatal depression. In her eyes, she believed 
Felicity was the perfect woman - attractive, slim, feminine 
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and charismatic, and as a result, grew more unresponsive and 
insular. She had lost sight of Peter, and believed he could no 
longer be trusted, that he was ‘soiled’ in some way. Despite 
his endless explanations for working late — an important case, 
legitimate deadlines, blah, she dismissed them all, as lame 
excuses so he could be with ‘HER’ To deny it was 
unthinkable if only to make all the pieces fit. The situation 
had turned to the point where Jess became the only reason 
why Peter didn’t want to be home. 


Jess tried to focus through gritty eyes that were swollen 
and sore from pitiful weeping. Through the mirror at the foot 
of her bed, she saw what appeared to be a little girl in a 
flowing white dress and holding a single red rose — an angel 
without wings, a pure spirit, as opposed to an angry, devilish 
one. The image was rousing and stirred her from a self- 
induced stupor, certain it couldn’t be a smudge on the glass 
surface or a random daydream or dissociation. As the girl’s 
reflection faded, so did the feeling of hopelessness, like the 
merest of light filtering through the cracks. 


Negotiating the path was tricky as Jess carried a basket 
full of freshly laundered clothes up the stairs, all but the red 
and white striped t-shirt and shorts which were still as wet as 
the day they were found in Jonas’s swim bag. “Steady. You 
should help your mother, not get in the way,” she said, as a 
hefty shove knocked her sideways and into the banister rail. 
Reality hit as she saw Jonas through the landing window, 
happily pedalling his bike up and down the driveway. Sam 
was now trying to inflict injury, forcing her to question 
whether it was safe to remain there. 


Edith was still ‘under the weather’, so Jess was alone at 
the flower store. She didn’t mind, although felt a little 
apprehensive when first entering the premises on a dark 
autumnal morning. Various letters and fliers lie strewn on the 
doormat, which she placed on Edith’s desk in the back office. 
The backlog was growing, and it seemed a well-oiled 
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machine was slowly grinding to a halt. On the turn of the 
latch, customers flocked in from all directions. Tia, Edith’s 
bank staff member, was also punctual despite being 
notoriously unreliable. “You know about Edith’s accident, 
right?” she asked, while peering into a pocket mirror to dab 
her lips with cheap drugstore gloss stick. “The old girl went 
with a right bang.” 

Apparently Edith had fallen and hit her head on the shop’s 
stone-tiled floor, sustaining a nasty cut. Jess felt a little 
foolish, having thought it was nothing more than a seasonal 
cold. “Oh dear, I hope she’s recovering well,” she said. 

“T shouldn’t worry too much,” Tia said. “She’s a tough old 
boot.” 


Sourcing alternative reputable childcare had never been a 
problem for Jess, but it was time for a change, instead of 
consistently relying on Mum during the school holidays. The 
local post office was obvious place to begin her search, 
though she would have to wade through a multitude of Mums 
with prams who routinely gather on the pavement by the 
window, obscuring the notice board. At least she didn’t have 
to venture inside and inhale the pungent aroma of urine and 
body odour. Lost in classifieds, Jess had clean forgotten it 
was Tuesday when Paula had yoga class and she simply 
couldn’t be late for school drop-off. She headed back as fast 
as she could, hoping things would be okay. “Sorry, I got side- 
tracked at the post office,” she said, stood outside Paula’s 
patio doors, trying to catch her breath. 

“Tt’s fine, I should have told ye — the class was cancelled 
as the community hall has a leaky roof, but while ye here,” 
Paula said, handing her the petition sheet. The meeting was 
sparsely attended so there were very few signatures. Jess felt 
a little guilty, even though she had previously declined the 
invitation. 


Jonas called out from the top of the stairs, “Mummy, come 


quickly,” he yelled. Water gushed into the bath and was 
cascading over the rim, even though the rubber plug was still 
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resting on the porcelain. Jess frantically twisted and turned 
both taps to stem the flow before delving in to clear what was 
blocking the drainage hole. She retrieved a handful of twigs 
and leaves, though how such debris had passed through 
internal pipes was a mystery. “I hope you haven’t been 
washing your toys in here,” Jess said. 

“You don’t let me take them out in winter.” 

“You're right, I’m sorry.” 


It had been some considerable time since Jess had dressed 
for any occasion, but she was ready and eagerly awaiting 
Paula’s arrival. Jonas was looking forward to spending time 
with Nanna, watching telly and eating candy strips, 
especially with an extended bedtime. “Don’t forget about the 
psychic evening,” Mum said, hoping for a quick acceptance 
given that Jess was otherwise distracted. The guest speaker 
had been highly recommended, and Mum felt it might help 
shed some light on the current situation. “I'll think about it - 
they low on customers?” Jess laughed. 


The restaurant was only a short drive away and Jess was 
already pre-empting the first slug of vodka and lime. “Ye 
look nice,” Paula said, as Jess stepped into her Honda Civic. 

“Thank you. ‘The girl scrubs up well’, to quote my 
father,” Jess said, smiling. 


The Italian bistro was authentically adorned in rustic 
shades of dark orange and antique gold, complimented by 
subtle lighting. Traditional music and the sound of chinking 
cutlery filled the air, as did the aroma of garlic infused 
cuisine. Jess had a creative eye and revelled in the décor, 
believing it was an important part of any culinary experience. 
Mum would scoff at such nonsense, with no interest in design 
culture and its subliminal psychology. While waiting in the 
bar area to be seated, Paula scanned the tables full of ‘fluffed 
up’ diners. Men were suited to the gills and women in 
elaborate designer dresses, reminiscent of her younger days 
when working as a waitress in London. “So bloody uptight,” 
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she said, sneering. 

“People are people,” Jess said, having rarely travelled 
beyond the gatepost. 

“Seriously, you wouldnae believe it — they can be so 
fucking joyless,” Paula said. A smooth Italian waiter led them 
to a table which was tucked behind a pillar in the corner. “We 
must’ne be beautiful,’ Paula said, laughing. Given her 
analogy, it would be easy to assume that only attractive 
diners are placed front of house, but Jess was just happy to be 
inconspicuous. 


Having dined on Mediterranean bread and pasta, there was 
little room for pudding, so they returned to the bar area to 
extend the evening. “How are things — do ye feel any better?” 
Paula asked. Jess’s delicate state had been compromised 
further by Felicity’s untimely appearance and although it had 
raked up old wounds, things now seemed much clearer. “It 
sounds like ye were going through a tough time, but ye 
havtae make amends with Peter,” Paula said. There was 
nothing Jess wanted more than to be a family again even 
though she knew taking the first step would be the hardest. 


There had always been an underlying curiosity regarding 
the whereabouts of Paula’s husband, but with personal issues 
firmly on the agenda, it wasn’t long before the subject arose. 
It was just over two years ago when the couple moved from 
Glasgow to Friar’s Ridge, supposedly at the request of 
husband, Glen’s employers. He barely spoke to Paula prior to 
and following the sudden change in location, which was 
unusual, as they shared everything. Following several weeks 
of relative silence, Paula prompted a conversation and Glen 
reluctantly confessed to a ‘one-night stand’ with a woman 
from the Glasgow office. Shortly after, she began a creepy 
stalking ritual, sending letters and making malicious phone 
calls, the contents of which grew more and more threatening. 
He begun to fear for Paula’s safety as the woman talked of 
harming her in some way, hence, the hasty house move. “It 
was like the movie, Fatal Attraction — good job we didnae 
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have a rabbit,” Paula said. Glen never got over the shame of 
what he did and died of a heart attack within weeks of 
arriving at their new home in Friar’s Ridge. 


Jess was reflective. This WAS adultery in every sense, and 
not some random accusation driven by a thought disorder. 
With a sound mind, Jess would have rationalised her 
insecurities and Felicity’s presence would have been 
incidental. Paula didn’t eject Glen from the family home after 
the confession, but simply got on with it, despite having 
travelled several hundred miles as a result of his 
misdemeanour. 


The restaurant was slowly emptying. Paula and Jess had 
talked endlessly, debating their lives. Jess was becalmed, if a 
little melancholic as she sank her fourth vodka & lime. Two 
guys across the bar were looking over and Paula was 
reciprocating with nods and gestures. It wasn’t long before 
they drifted across, but Jess wasn’t the least bit interested, if a 
little disgruntled by the untimely intrusion. Paula took a 
distinct shine to Pierre, exquisitely dressed, with sculptured 
hair and a distinct jaw line. Their mutual interest made it 
impossible for Jess to ignore Karl, who appeared awkward 
and shy, tearing at the scraps. The evening was suddenly 
going in the wrong direction. The alcohol had softened Jess’s 
heart and as a result, she couldn’t stop thinking about Peter 
and how completely stupid she had been. It was an 
unfortunate disposition, but Paula’s advice had hastened her 
need to somehow set things straight. “Well, thank you, it’s 
been a pleasure,” she said, excusing herself from the 
awkward situation. Paula didn’t flinch and was locked in 
deep conversation with the Frenchman as if they had known 
each other for years. Feeling a tad unsteady, Jess awaited her 
taxi in the doorway. 


During the journey home, Jess began flicking through the 


many photos in her phone, lingering over images of her and 
Peter and early family shots with baby Jonas, each one 
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tugging at her heartstrings. Her thumb hovered tentatively 
over Peter’s number, as she played Russian roulette with the 
call button. She eventually gave in, but then threw the phone 
in her bag as if it was red hot. Peter kept ringing back 
repeatedly and so she picked up, claiming it was just a pocket 
dial “What?” he said. 

“We need to talk. What about Saturday?” Jess asked with 
trepidation. 

“But I plan to be there anyway. It’s George’s party, 
remember?” he said. 


The sticky door made it difficult to sneak in quietly. Mum 
was dozing but woke with a start at the sight of Jess standing 
in the lounge. “You’re here, thank god,” Mum said. The 
mysterious gold locket was laid on her lap, splayed open to 
reveal two indistinct images of a woman with a little boy, 
most likely, ‘mother and son’. On close inspection, Sam was 
instantly recognisable, and the lady looked remarkably 
similar to the girl in the photograph. Given Mum’s psychic 
vocation, her experiences of the unexplainable were vast. 
Consequently, she was rarely disturbed by weird anomalies, 
until this evening. She apologised for being so dismissive of 
Jess’s situation, now realising that the house was firmly in 
the grip of a vengeful spirit. Mum explained that soon after 
Jess had left for the restaurant, there was a marked change 
and the air turned extremely cold. Mum was preparing a 
fresh cup of coffee while Jonas was in the bath, playing in his 
usual boisterous and excitable way, when suddenly the 
electricity died. As she climbed the stairs, pressure on her 
chest prevented her from moving forward. It was the 
strangest, most unnerving sensation, like hitting an invisible 
barrier. When she eventually reached Jonas, he was stood 
dripping wet in the bathroom, watching as water cascaded 
over the bath side. It was a frantic scene, but Mum finally 
managed to turn off the taps and mop up the spillage, while 
Jonas remained calm. “It happens all the time,” he said. 
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With little more than subtle moonlight glow illuminating 
the bedroom, Jonas finally drifted off to sleep with Mum by 
his side. All was calm until the power returned. The 
television was at full volume despite its previous low setting 
and the fingers of the ‘robot’ clock on the bedroom wall 
swung round and round, its automated voice ringing out with 
every hour that passed. “Have you considered exorcism?” 
Mum asked. 

“That just scares me half to death, all that chanting and 
wailing,” Jess said. 

“Or you could move in with me for a while until we find 
out what Sam really 

wants,” Mum said. 

Jess didn’t want to go anywhere but couldn’t remain in her 
own home either. The place had become ‘a chamber of 
uncertainty’, consumed by negative energy. 


Edith’s return was growing more uncertain with each 
passing day. Jess’s shifts at the flower store were isolating 
and far from the joyous distraction from everyday life that 
she once craved. Unopened bills and letters, some marked 
‘Final Reminder’, lay on Edith’s desk in the back office, 
forming an ever-growing pile. Something just wasn’t right, so 
Jess decided to visit Edith’s home, despite morbid 
reservations as to what she might find. 


The Moat House was one of three small cottages on the 
outskirts of Friar’s Ridge, in the sticks and edging 
civilisation. It was so quiet and peaceful that even the 
doorknocker sounded like a jobbing hammer echoing through 
the hedgerows. Jess wasn’t good at being openly 
investigative and felt nosey as she stood peering in through 
slats in the blind that hung against Edith’s kitchen window. A 
lady appeared in the doorway of the neighbouring cottage. 
“Can I help?” she asked. 

“I’m looking for Edith,” Jess said. 

“She’s gone to stay with her sister,” the lady said, before 
heading off down the lane. Jess wasn’t convinced and feared 
that Edith had sustained much more than a head injury. 
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While lavishing in her favourite armchair, Jess was stirred 
from an impromptu nap by the phone ringing. It was Jane 
calling from the safe house, though it was hard to hear her 
above several women screaming and shouting in the 
background. She suggested coffee and a chat at a café where 
she had been waitressing. Jess noted down directions and 
agreed to meet her at lunch time the following day. 


Jonas wasn’t normally edgy and obstreperous, least of all 
about school and especially on Fridays when pupils could 
take in a favourite toy and play for an hour pre-lunch. The 
free time had been tainted by Joseph, the ‘class clown’, who 
had broken one of Jonas’s treasured action figures during the 
last session. Jess was becoming a regular customer at the 
deputy’s office, this time to question school policy on 
discipline, not that she was an expert. Mrs Hardwick 
answered with a forced smile, her tights wrinkled at the 
ankles, like loose animal skin. Jess explained the situation 
but was told that the free play time had been scrapped, as 
‘certain children’ had been unruly and disruptive during the 
free periods. It seemed a little unfair — why not remove them 
and let the others play, she thought, jumping to a slightly 
judgemental conclusion. Mrs Hardwick especially frowned 
upon action figures, believing that they incited violence, but 
Jess disagreed, wondering what the alternative would be - 
that the class sit quietly reading a book perhaps? It wasn’t her 
place to question house rules but concluded that teachers 
simply didn’t want the hassle. 


The prospect of meeting Jane again was reassuring, 
though Jess didn’t know quite what to expect. She arrived at 
the café a little earlier than planned and ordered two mugs of 
hand roasted coffee, remembering Jane preferred black with 
no sugar. The place was a little ‘dated’ with retro framed 
cityscapes lining the garish walls and plastic flowers on each 
table, flanked with chequered tablecloths. The view from the 
window of a quaint cobbled street was particularly alluring, 
complimented by an old gas lamp post that stood directly 
opposite. 
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Jane arrived a few minutes later and walked over to Jess’s 
table. Her gait was reflective of recent weeks, but no matter 
was the circumstances, she was ever stoical, and totally 
accepting of her life without blame or regret. Such a 
philosophy was commendable, but Jess just couldn’t shake 
the feeling that that behind her smile there was a deeper pain. 
How on earth could she have endured being incessantly and 
violently beaten without retaining a grain of malice? 
Following two generous slices of American cheesecake and 
copious coffee refills, Jane announced a possible move back 
Durham to stay with her mother, as the chances or securing 
another suitable council flat were growing more and more 
doubtful. Jess would miss her, but hoped their next meeting 
would be under much more joyous circumstances. “So, how’s 
your son these days?” Jane asked. 

“He’s fine,” Jess said. 

Although Jane didn’t believe in anything ghostly or 
spiritual, Jess broached the subject, fearing the conversation 
would otherwise stray into husband territory. She gave a brief 
outline of what had been going on in the family home in 
recent weeks. 

“Tt’s like one of those movies we used to watch,” Jane 
said, making innocuous ghostly noises. 

“Seriously, I fear for my sanity.” 

Jane apologised, as she knew only too well what it was 
like to be scared witless. 

“Maybe you should just get out of there.” 

“Yes, maybe I should.” 


It was early dawn and a nauseous wave stirred Jess from 
sleep. She made it to the bathroom in enough time to gather 
her hair back to throw up several mouthfuls of what looked 
like liquid mud. The gritty residue was chafing her throat as 
she coughed and spluttered like an old dog. It was as if she 
had eaten some earth of all things, except that wasn’t the 
case, and so the mystery deepened. 
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Nerves were jangling as Peter had arrived to collect Jonas 
to take him to George’s party. Following the awkward pocket 
dial en route from the Italian restaurant, Jess had prompted a 
conversation that she knew wouldn’t fair well. The inner 
turmoil was all-consuming as she pondered her first words. “I 
want to apologise, for everything,” she said, as he stepped 
into the kitchen, all the while knowing it would take much 
more than a simple ‘off the cuff’ announcement to set things 
straight. 

“Tt’s a little late don’t you think? You accused me of 
having an affair, remember?” he said. 

“T badly misjudged you and I am so sorry,” she said, with 
no grounds for protest. 

“Well, it’s over now, Jess. How many years has it been? If 
anything, we need to consider divorce proceedings,” he said, 
heading towards the stairs to shout Jonas from his room. 


It was just as Jess had imagined, like standing beneath a 
falling tree, waiting for the inevitable annihilating blow. The 
bitter sting of disappointment induced sorrowful tears and 
tension filled the room with echoes of Peter’s blatant 
announcement. Suddenly Jonas’s endless prep for the 
weekend became intensely irritating — What to wear for the 
party? Could he fit anymore into an already overloaded 
rucksack? What about George’s present? With Peter’s car 
barely out of sight she reached into the cupboard for the 
vodka bottle. It was a dismal scene, but the only way to kill 
the emotional pain of rejection and the ricocheting of the 
dreaded ‘D’ word. It wasn’t long past eleven in the am when 
the shamefulness began, tipping neat spirit down her throat, 
swiping her mouth with the back of a snot-crusted hand. She 
may as well have wrapped the bottle in a brown paper bag 
and found a shop doorway. Of course, getting drunk came 
with its own consequences and her constitution wasn’t 
accustomed to such inebriation. Scornful weeping ensued as 
she sat with head bowed, wailing like a widow by the 
graveside. Alcohol-induced sleep and dreams of being in 
Peter’s arms soon gave way to a humongous ‘clanging 
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‘headache as if she was sat within the cogs of a massive 
clock tower. 


Although it was Sunday, Jess was in no mood for painting 
- without peace and tranquillity her creative mind was baron 
and empty. Mum called as promised, given the ever-changing 
situation. “Oh dear. Someone’s had a heavy night,” she said, 
spotting the empty vodka bottle by the bin. 

“Don’t go there,” Jess said, wishing she’d had the 
forethought to hide the evidence. 

A hug without the shackles was sorely needed, but Jess 
just couldn’t find the strength to tell her mother that her 
marriage was in tatters, that when Jonas was just a baby, she 
had falsely accused Peter of having an affair and threw him 
out together with every scrap of his existence. How could she 
explain that following a recent visit from the supposed 
adulteress, discovered the whole thing had been a 
misconception and when she begged for Peter’s forgiveness, 
he refused, and instead, wants a divorce. 
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Chapter Four 


Awareness 


The ‘psychic evening’ was imminent, but Jess was still 
nursing a sore head. The community hall wasn’t far away, but 
any distance in Mum’s car was a challenge given its low- 
slung seats and her delicate state. At least, it was better than 
wallowing and may even be a welcome distraction. 


Wall to wall chairs had been laid out in the community 
hall and, within the hour, people arrived in their droves, some 
taking seats from the outset and others queuing for hot 
drinks. Despite several blow heaters dotted around the floor, 
the church hall was still musty and damp, due to a high 
ceiling and heavy wood interior. The place evoked childhood 
memories as Jess recalled a similar building, she frequented 
during the school holidays. Funded by the council, it was a 
place for kids to partake in free activities, especially during 
the long summer break. She spent hours rummaging in 
dressing up baskets full of old clothes, balancing precariously 
on stilts or playing ring toss within the grounds outside. 


Mum took great pride in introducing Jess to all her psychic 
friends and it wasn’t long before she was part of the group, 
shuffling towards the WVS stall where clusters of pale blue 
cups stood face down on paper-lined trays alongside a giant 
tea urn. Mum loved a good old natter, mingling with like- 
minded people while drinking copious amounts of insulating, 
but tasteless sugary brown water. People sat patiently waiting 
for their host who could be seen sat to the side of the stage, 
flicking through notes and occasionally glancing around the 
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room. Jess didn’t like waiting and began to fidget. Turned out 
the delay was because no-one could find the appropriate 
stage lighting switch. Mum had reserved two seats close to 
the front, so there was no hiding. 


At long last, Maggie - Medium and Spiritualist, stood to 
address the crowd, requesting that everyone be seated, 
especially those still lingering around the refreshments stall. 
It was like being back at school when the teacher thumped 
the chalk wiper on the blackboard and bellowed ‘face the 
front’ to a class of unruly pupils. The acoustics of the main 
hall amplified the sound of chairs dragging along the floor 
and children screeching, hence several requests to keep the 
noise down. It was no place for kids, Jess thought, especially 
the critter behind who was kicking the underside of her chair. 
Mum placed her hand on Jess’s knee to calm her angst, but 
this was just as irritating. Maggie was a slender woman 
whose asymmetric hairstyle was strikingly different. She 
explained the purpose of her visit for those who didn’t 
already know. All, but the gentle hum of the electric blow 
heaters could be heard as she scanned the crowd as if to look 
for someone in particular. Everyone waited with bated breath, 
curious to know who would be chosen for the first reading. 
“Patrick — are you here?” Maggie asked. Following several 
tentative minutes, a gentleman seated to the left of Mum 
raised his hand. 

“Over here,” Pat said. 

“Welcome to the group. As you may have guessed, Jean is 
with us today,” she said. The man was shocked and clearly 
had no expectation. He reached into his jacket pocket and 
pulled out a crumpled handkerchief to wipe his eyes. “She 
wants me to tell you that she is happy and no longer in pain,” 
she said. The mood was empathic in a room full of people, 
many of whom were grieving — some visibly so and others, 
quietly stoical, strangely comforted by a wealth of broken 
hearts. “Oh, and be careful not to burn the toast again,” she 
concluded, smiling. Pat nodded in acknowledgement, as he 
had done exactly that while preparing breakfast earlier that 
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morning. There were speculative, curious whispers among 
the crowd, wondering how on earth Maggie could have 
possibly known something so intricate and personal. Jess was 
on the fence, not sure what to believe, though Pat did seem 
genuinely surprised by the announcement. 


The evening continued on in much the same vein, with 
Maggie calling on various people to deliver ‘bulletins from 
the dead’. Jess was more intent on being inconspicuous, until 
the dreaded moment came. “Can the lady wearing a blue 
cardigan please turn around?” Maggie said. 

“Yes, sorry,” Jess said, sheepishly. 

“Please don’t be alarmed, but there is a spirit of a little boy 
standing next to you — do you know who he is?” Maggie 
asked. 

“Yes, that will be Sam,” Jess said, as if it was perfectly 
normal to be on first name terms with a ghost. At that 
moment, the familiar icy-cold blast signalled his 
unmistakable presence. The audience gasped in unison and a 
few even left the hall, scaring the living shit out of those who 
had only come for titivation. Jess remained undeterred, as 
this was by no means, a new experience. “As with all spirits, 
something will have drawn Sam to you - do you know what it 
is?” Maggie asked. 

Jess mentioned the photograph, that it had fallen from 
within the pages of a book she acquired from a stall at the 
weekly market in the village, and that since its discovery she 
had experienced a catalogue of auditory and visual 
phenomena. Maggie paused for several minutes, as if to 
gather information from thin air. “The lady in the photograph 
is called Sarah and she is Sam’s mother,” Maggie said, 
definitively. 


The reading had left Jess feeling both fearful and sad, now 
knowing that Sarah had lost a child. Though very real, it was 
like the stuff of fiction and horror movies and beyond 
everyday living. “The boy must trust you,” Maggie said, as if 
by some random twist of fate, Jess had been chosen. 
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“Well, if his trust means being scared witless, then he can 
damn well cut it out — I live in a permanent state of fear right 
now,” Jess said. 

“My advice would be that you try and find the lady in the 
photograph, for the well-being of all concerned,’ Maggie 
said. 


Though Jess was mostly accepting of Maggie’s spiritual 
guidance, she queried Mum’s connection with the woman, to 
quash the vague possibility that Sam may have been, 
mentioned previously, albeit, inadvertently. Mum confirmed 
that she had never met Maggie before, that it was her first 
time as a guest speaker at the community hall. She could 
never be so underhanded and didn’t care for the insinuation. 


Jess lay awake once again, as Maggie’s words 
reverberated in her head. It was a massive contemplation — 
how on earth would she find Sarah, and then what? She 
tiptoed downstairs, mindful of the ‘creaky floorboard’, as 
Jonas was also a light sleeper. 


The stealthy bookcase, or ‘bank of etymology’ given its 
vast content, was packed tight and awkward to navigate. Jess 
had inherited many titles from her father, including 
‘doorstop’ encyclopaedias and various reference books that 
were kept more for sentimental reasons than to be of any use. 
“There you are,” she said, tearing at the spine of the ‘third 
free title’ to prize it out. She swiftly flicked through the 
pages, releasing a fusty aroma reminiscent of some historical 
novel from the dark ages. She found the text to be illegible 
and blurry despite holding it under her father’s old desk lamp 
with her nose pressed to the paper. Suddenly, her eyes began 
to itch profusely. It could be tiredness or more likely an 
allergic reaction to dust spores, but the feeling subsided once 
the book was closed. It could be cursed, she thought, some 
sort of spiritual conductor that had led Sam to its new owner. 


Within yards from the flower store, Jess noticed an elderly 
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lady taping a piece of paper to the front door ‘Closed until 
further notice’. She crossed the road towards her, 

“T’?m Jess and I work here, can I help?” she asked. 

“Hello, ’m Edith’s sister, Sissy - it’s lovely to meet you at 
last,” the lady said. 

Jess suggested they visit a nearby café for coffee, but Sissy 
appeared a little guarded and beckoned her into the shop 
doorway even though the street was deserted. She broke the 
news that Edith had a brain tumour, which came as no 
surprise, but the fact that she only had weeks to live hit Jess 
like a steam train. 

“TI need to see her, where is she?” she asked, searching for 
a pen and paper. 

“St John’s Hospice,” Sissy said. 

Jess wrote down directions and gave Sissy her telephone 
number in case she needed anything. 


Edith’s plight gave Jess the defined kick she needed to 
prepare the car for its first outing since spring. It was 
imperative that she visit the hospice sooner rather later. The 
garage door lock was a little rusty and awkward to negotiate, 
especially when it was cold. The car engine fired up at first 
turn, which was a good start, as everything else could be 
oiled, preened or polished back to its former state. The job 
wasn’t quite as bad as she had expected and was strangely 
satisfying, even though the reason for its immediate use was 
a particularly morbid one. As Jess stood back to admire her 
work, a pair of leather boot tips beneath the garage door 
caught her attention. It could be the postman but was more 
likely to be Parker lurking behind the privet which divided 
the pathway. In total irony, his signature was on the top line 
of Paula’s neighbourhood watch petition but had made no 
attempt to check if Jess was an intruder. 


The visit was going to be tough and Jess gathered her 
things for the onward journey. She needed orchids which 
were Edith’s favourite bloom, and so Jess called in at a 
nearby garden centre. There had never been a time when the 
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anticipation of seeing Edith evoked such emotional pain and 
sorrow. 


St John’s was a quiet and restful place, as it would be. Jess 
rang the security bell and within minutes, a nurse came to 
greet her at the main doors. She felt a little awkward with not 
being family, but it didn’t seem to matter, and the nurse 
directed her down a long ‘magnolia’ corridor, aligned with 
donated artworks and framed photographs of staff members. 
“It’s the third door on the left,” she said, pointing inwards. 
The room doors were obscured by a separate inlet, each with 
marked with a polite notice requesting that visitors stay for a 
maximum of one hour unless there were exceptional 
circumstances, of course. Jess paused for breath and knocked 
quietly before stepping in. “What’s all this?” she asked, 
peeking around the doorframe. Edith was drowsy but 
managed to smile as always. Jess laid five lilac orchids on the 
side locker by her bed and leaned over to kiss her cheek. 
“T’ve been worried sick.” 


Edith had suspected she was ill and had been suffering 
from frequent and intolerable headaches for some weeks 
prior to the accident. Tia had failed to mention that she had 
called for an ambulance on the day of the fall and that Edith 
was taken to hospital. Whilst there, she had many 
investigative tests which revealed a malignant and aggressive 
brain tumour that had grown disproportionately and was 
deemed inoperable. “What have I got to grumble about — I’ve 
had a good life,” Edith said, ever stoical. Jess had expected 
such a resilient and feisty lady to live well beyond her 
hundredth birthday and felt cheated. Edith cupped Jess’s face 
with cold, bony hands, 

“Bless you, Sissy will take care of everything,” she said. 

“Of course, and I will do what I can to help her.” 

“By the way, can you apologise to Mr Yarrow — J had been 
preparing his wife’s rose delivery before the fall.” 

Jess smiled to herself, now knowing why the man had 
been so disgruntled when he called at the store recently. 
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The room fell silent as Edith drifted into a morphine- 
induced sleep. Jess removed the wilting flowers from the 
crystal cut glass vase and replaced them with the lilac orchids 
in fresh water - their fragrance very slightly masking the 
familiar pungent smell of hospital disinfectant. Random 
framed artworks hung ‘skew-whiff? on anaglypta walls, 
probably more to hide imperfections than compliment the 
décor. Nothing could detract from the harsh reality — Edith 
had reached the final stop. Jess sat quietly in a chair by the 
window cloaked in chintz curtains, mulling over happier 
times. They would talk for hours, occasionally shutting up 
shop to nip to the local café for tea and cake. There were 
solemn faces in the car park, preparing for the ensuing 
moments and two men were loading the latest body bag into 
the back of a van, bound for the morgue. Even though she 
had only just arrived, a nurse knocked quietly at the door to 
remind her of the time. It was hard to swallow, but this would 
probably be the last time she saw Edith’s face. “You’d better 
go — they get all huffy if you stay too long,” Edith said, 
fighting with her eyelids. 

“T wasn’t planning on leaving just yet, but I don’t want to 
tuffle any feathers,” Jess whispered, nervously flattening the 
bed cover. 

There is no suitable parting gesture when saying goodbye 
at such a delicate time. Edith had drifted off to sleep, but Jess 
still waved before leaving. “I love you,” she said. 


The walk towards the entrance doors seemed much further 
that it did on the way in, especially when fighting back the 
tears. “Are you okay?” the ward sister asked, stopping Jess 
on the magnolia corridor. 

“Yes, I’m fine, you know...under the circumstances,” Jess 
said, choking on her words. It must be a familiar scene in 
such a place where people play out their final hours. The 
journey home gave Jess an opportunity to regain her 
composure and come to terms with the inevitable. Her 
father’s demise was enough, but these things are never dealt 
in reasonable proportion. 
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Jess arrived at the school gates moments before the bell 
and surprised Paula and the kids with the offer of a lift. “Over 
here,” she yelled through the ‘half-cocked’ sticky window, as 
they were about to leave the playground. Jonas and Poppy 
were excited as if the car ride was a new adventure, while 
Paula was just glad to be out of the rain. There was no need 
to take a detour past the community hall as yoga class had 
been cancelled again due to the remaining water leak, even 
though the psychic evening went ahead as planned. The 
penny finally dropped when Jess saw Pierre’s black 
Mercedes on the driveway and Paula’s apparent desperation 
to get out as if her shoes were alight, without so much as a 
‘thank you’ or ‘see you later’. Poppy tried to follow her 
mother, but she way ahead, like a giddy teenager. Such 
obvious blatancy annoyed Jess, especially as she was feeling 
sensitive following a particularly emotive visit to the hospice. 
Nothing seemed to matter more than the Frenchman, or was 
it a twinge of jealousy? After all, she couldn’t deny single- 
handedly annihilating her own relationship with a false 
accusation. 


Jonas was rooting through the contents of the glove 
compartment where he found nothing significant, just a few 
loose CDs, a dishevelled car manual, a half-eaten packet of 
mints and a random key. “Where are we going?” he asked. 

“Get your seatbelt on. We’re going to Nanna’s,” Jess said. 
Suddenly a hefty splash of water drenched the car 
windscreen, obscuring the view. She managed to pull into the 
kerb and familiarise herself with the wiper control, having 
forgotten which lever did what. Loose leaves and earthy 
particles were stuck to the glass and she stepped out to brush 
away the debris with an old cloth. It was the weirdest thing, 
especially as the road was bone dry. “What was _ that 
Mummy?” Jonas asked, peering over the dashboard. 

‘A puddle, I think.” 

“But it’s not raining.” 


Mum was pleased to see that Jess was driving again, and 
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had finally done something to make life easier, or so she 
thought — what one hand gives, another takes away. Jess 
waited until Jonas had left the room to explain why she was 
so tearful. The words stung her throat as mentioned Edith’s 
terminal illness and the prognosis. It was so incredibly sad 
and she began to sob, grieving for what she was about to 
lose. 


A single white envelope was lying on the mat, addressed 
to Jess in black ink that looked remarkably like Peter’s 
handwriting: 


Dear Jess 

I have been giving ‘us’ some serious thought, trying to 
make sense of everything. I am sorry for my heartless 
reaction to your apology, but you must understand that 
Felicity meant nothing to me. I now realise that you were in a 
bad place at the time and I should have been more attentive 
and caring. I am leaving Burnet and Heath to start my own 
legal business, so will be taking a short holiday to consider 
where to go from here. I still love you Jess and plan to come 
home very soon. 

Peter x 


It didn’t seem real, like a vision on paper, but one that she 
was unable to share - Paula was love-struck, Jane wasn’t 
contactable, and Edith was on death’s door. “I bet you knew 
all along,” she said to her father’s framed photograph above 
the fireplace. Had he been alive he would have tried to put 
things right, even if that meant interfering. She wanted to 
confide in her mother but was stuck. It wasn’t a trust issue or 
because she didn’t love her, but maybe because a fear of 
failure weighed heavy. Marriage meant everything to Mum, 
but Jess had thrown hers away when her son was only 
eighteen months old. In truth, mothers shouldn’t judge 
siblings, but Jess felt ashamed and this had created a barrier 
she just couldn’t cross. 
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Being impulsive wasn’t in Jess’s nature, but she wanted to 
celebrate Peter’s return. 

“Let’s go to Cradle Cove,” she said out loud. The small 
coastal town in Devon was a firm favourite and the ideal 
location for a few days relaxation. 

“Can Nanna come too?” Jonas asked, jumping up and 
down as if on imaginary springs. 

“Yes, of course — I’ll phone her later,” Jess said. Mrs 
Hardwick would frown a little, but Jonas rarely missed 
school. There was also the worry of Edith’s imminent 
demise, but it wasn’t so far that they couldn’t come home. 


Jess couldn’t find her shoes, so she took the trash out 
barefoot. As she walked back inside, she stepped into a pool 
of dirty water that had mysteriously appeared in the middle 
of the kitchen floor. She was dubious following the eerie 
black mass, but this time was able to soak up the water with 
several cloths before throwing the soddened clumps into a 
mop bucket. While sat by the kitchen table to dry the soles of 
her feet with a fresh towel, Sam appeared by the stairs, his 
devilish smile confirming that she had been fooled once 
again by a ghostly illusion. The sight was stomach churning, 
such that she was glad of the bucket beside her. Jonas peered 
into the kitchen. “Are you okay mummy?” he asked. 

As she turned around the floor was bone dry and the 
bucket was empty. 

“I’m fine,” she said. 


Jules, the proprietor of the holiday let, was always 
accommodating with last minute bookings - ‘cheap as chips’ 
low season. Jess had contacted the hospice and Edith was a 
little brighter than she had been, so it was decided they would 
leave for to the coast the following morning. 


It was little over an hour to their destination. Mum and 
Jonas were happy to travel on the backseat, playing I-Spy 
and other observation games to pass the time. Jonas was 
excited about playing on the beach despite the cold — his 
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imagination and boundless enthusiasm were just as insulating 
as a winter coat. Jess longed for a brisk walk by the sea to 
blow the proverbial cobwebs away, to leave the ghostly 
apparitions and marital uncertainty behind just for a short 
while. 


The cluster of small apartments was suitably positioned in 
a quiet, secluded spot, close to the beach and not too far from 
civilization. Jules came out to greet them and to help with 
luggage, not that there was much to carry. Following the 
tedium of checking in, Jess stood on the veranda to take in 
the coastal view which was clearly visible through the trees. 
It was a pleasure to see Jonas happily mingling with other 
children in the ‘undercover’ play area only yards away. Mum 
had brought essentials for the trip, including red wine, crusty 
bread and olives. A glass or so in, tensions began to fade, and 
Jess felt able to share Peter’s letter, even though she knew 
there would be some awkward questions. The aversion to 
shielding her private and personal affairs with the one person 
that truly cared without judgement or bias wasn’t rational and 
had to be addressed. “I know what you’re thinking,” Jess 
said. 

“No you don’t. You should have told me. It’s your 
marriage, for God sake,” Mum said, crestfallen. 

“Exactly. I messed up and I feel so damned foolish.” 

“We all make mistakes love, it’s a big club. But I would 
never judge you. I’m your mother.” 

Jess had been filled with desperate thoughts that she had 
somehow let her mother down, but with no grounds to 
support such a crazy notion. 


Peter didn’t say where he was going to ‘think things over’ 
and formulate a future business plan, but it would probably 
be his parents’ luxurious holiday home in Guernsey. Jess 
never really knew Phil and Patsy, her stuffy in-laws, and had 
only met them once, at the wedding. Their seemingly insular 
existence was beyond her understanding, as she believed that 
a good family connection was paramount to money or status. 
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Apparently, Phil and Patsy didn’t mix with the lower classes 
and as a result, had played no viable role in Jonas’s life, 
which was incredibly sad, as he was a loving boy and would 
cherish his paternal grandparents, as he does his Nanna. 
Children don’t discriminate or make judgements based on 
wealth and connections, although a privileged upbringing can 
influence an innocent heart. It was no surprise that Peter had 
kept ‘Mummy and Daddy’ at arm’s length, given their 
pomposity and detachment. 


A loud bang shook the apartment’s foundations, stunting 
Mum and Jess’s wine induced laughter. The reverberation 
was so intense that Jess’s wide glass slid from the table and 
crashed to the floor. It wasn’t a particularly windy day plus 
the apartment was surrounded by sprawling trees and 
grassland, so was sheltered from the elements. An eerie 
stillness followed, magnifying the familiar abrasive chill that 
filled the room. The electric fan heater stopped, as if the 
motor had frozen solid. Mum pulled her thick woolly 
cardigan tightly around her. “Sam’s here,” Jess said. The 
incident passed, but left them both with a feeling of dread, 
that there really was no escape. “Did you bring the 
photograph?” Mum asked. 

“No, of course not — why would I? And anyway, the thing 
has a will of its own,” Jess said. Regardless, she felt 
compelled to check the suitcase, and as she sifted through 
what she had painstakingly laid flat to keep crease-free, 
found it sandwiched between the folds. 

“My god, you were right,” Jess said, waving the 
photograph in the air before fractiously tearing it into the 
tiniest of pieces. 

“Ill be back,” Mum said, reaching for another bottle of 
red. 


Subtle morning light bled through flimsy linen curtains, 
signalling the start of a new day in Cradle Cove. Although 
Jess was a little hung over, she was determined to make every 
minute count. Stood in her raggy slippers and pink spotted 
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dressing gown, she began preparing a wholesome ‘outdoor- 
indoors’ picnic and several flasks of tea and soup to take to 
the beach hut provided by the holiday let. There was 
something magical about feasting on warm food and drink 
whilst looking out to sea during the cold season. 


The pathway’s descent leading towards the beach was 
notably steep, so Jess treaded tentatively, followed by Mum 
and an inpatient Jonas who had been warned to stay close. 
The row of stripy beach houses stood out against a backdrop 
of an expansive rugged coastline where miles of smooth, 
caramel coloured sand bled into a wintry mass of grey 
clouds. Although well-structured and maintained, the huts 
were barely used during autumn and so were quite damp and 
cold. Good thing the blow heater had sprung back to life. 
Jonas was longing to dip his toes in the shallow, frosty 
waves. “Remember, ankle-deep only,” Jess said to an 
inpatient little boy eager to make his way to the water’s edge. 
Mum and Jess watched as he splashed around, launching 
pebbles into the sea and edging back as the waves chased 
him back to dry sand. The repetitive click of Mum’s knitting 
needles was mesmeric, like a ticking clock. Jess set up paints 
and mini easel, hoping to capture the winter seascape, as 
there had been little chance or inclination to put brush to 
canvas since the miracle painting. The view was ever- 
changing as the sun’s light ebbed and flowed. Peter’s letter 
was tucked safely in the back pocket of her jeans, should she 
feel the desire to read it one more time. “You’ll wear the print 
off,’ Mum said, laughing. 

“I know. But it makes me feel happy,” Jess said, like a 
teenager in the first flush of love. 

Mum was curious about Felicity — who she was and why 
she had caused such devastation? In truth, the woman was of 
little consequence. She was simply the focus of Jess’s 
obsession during a bout of postnatal depression and played 
no real part in the break-up of her marriage. 
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The quality time flew by, especially given the restrictive 
daylight hours of winter that can kerb outdoor activities. Jess 
gathered up plastic pots and food debris while Mum folded 
blankets and unplugged the portable heater. Jonas was 
windswept and red-faced, glad to be pulling on woolly socks 
to warm his blue-cold toes. If only Peter had been there, it 
would have been perfect, Jess thought. 


A good night’s sleep was long overdue, though Jess 
always struggled in a strange bed. The familiar nauseous 
feeling was also present, accompanied by sharp pains in her 
stomach as if tiny fists were trying to punch their way out. 
The bathroom was only yards away, but the sensation of 
someone or something resting at the foot of the bed 
prevented her from moving. Mum was a regular sleepwalker 
and —had been discovered in all kinds of places over the 
years, including her neighbour’s garden, but as Jess slowly 
turned her head, saw that she was tucked safely under the 
covers. 


The aroma of hot milky porridge was enough to lure Jonas 
to the table, but all was quiet — it must be the sea air. Mum 
was already out on the veranda in her fleecy dressing gown, 
sipping thick, sludgy coffee to awaken her senses. She made 
reference to the dark rings under Jess’s eyes which were 
becoming a permanent fixture. “I have sleeping tablets” 
Mum said, being the keeper of a modest selection of drugs 
that she kept in her luggage no matter how short the journey. 
It was tempting, though being sedated probably wouldn’t be 
wise with an unpredictable ghost lurking in the shadows. 


The haunting had evoked memories Jess hoped would 
never resurface. She was fifteen years old when Beth, a 
school friend, invited her to a Ouya board party while her 
parents were on vacation, but she declined the offer. At the 
time, Beth and her family were unaware that a serial rapist 
who had formerly occupied their new home had been 
murdered in his own bed by one of his victims. The Ouija 
summoned summonsed his spirit into the house and within 
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weeks they vacated the property without sale and were never 
seen again. The story eventually re-emerged in the national 
news, reporting the arrest of Beth’s father for raping his own 
daughter, who had been so traumatised by the formidable 
entity that she was rendered mute. It was rumoured that he 
had been possessed by the spirit of the man who had killed 
countless women, but with little proof and a whole host of 
sceptics refusing to believe such a claim, he was sentenced to 
life imprisonment. 


Legs were achy and tired following several hours of rides 
and candyfloss at a winter funfair held in the local town. 
They all journeyed back on foot via the coastal route which 
required a careful tread so as not to stumble on the uneven 
craggy surface. Yards from the apartment, Jess caught sight 
of the multi-coloured beach towel she had hung over the 
patio rail, and a lady wearing a long black dress, peering in 
through the window. “Can I help you?” Jess asked, 
quickening her step. At that point the lady stepped back and 
looked visibly shocked to see Jonas by Jess’s side. 

“T was passing and noticed a little boy playing alone in 
your garden,” she said. 

“Sorry, who are you?” Jess asked. 

“Oh yes, forgive me — I am one of the permanent 
residents,” she said, pointing to what was thought to be her 
home. 

Something didn’t seem right, and Mum stepped closer to 
talk to the lady, but at that moment, she dissipated into thin 
air from the head down. 

Jess was so completely shocked that she puked up on the 
grass. “Oh my god, this just gets better,” she said, wiping her 
mouth with a tissue. 

“Tt may sound a little weird, but ghosts look out for each 
other just like the living,” Mum said. It was cold comfort — 
the last thing anyone needed was more creepiness no matter 
what the motive. 
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Jess fought with her instincts to just pack up and leave. If 
she hadn’t taken a wrong turn into the market that fateful day, 
she would not have acquired the ‘third free title’. The 
prospect of searching for Sarah was not only difficult to 
fathom, but nonsensical. It was hard to feel anything, but 
there was no escaping it, apparently. 

A defined knock at the door startled Jess and she began to 
panic. “Please, no more women in black, watery intrusions or 
dark shadows,” she said, exasperated. Mum answered to a 
jolly man wearing spectacles and a thick woolly jumper, 
rubbing his hands to keep warm. 

“Good moming. I’m Geoff from next door. I just 
wondered if your son would like to come with us to the zoo 
today?” he asked. Jess didn’t know whether to say no and 
decry Jonas’s love of animals or simply stop dithering, but 
before she could spit out a coherent reply, Mum accepted 
Geoff’s kind offer. 

“Sometimes you just have to relax — not everyone in this 
world has bad intentions,” Mum said. 


Following a hearty breakfast, Mum and Jess layered up to 
the gills, packed sandwiches and headed out on a lengthy 
coastal journey. The view from the cliff tops was breath- 
taking, the winter sun glistening across an infinite mass of 
rippling water and seagulls soaring above, looking for an 
opportune moment to steal food and ice-cream from 
unsuspecting visitors. It was both therapeutic and exhausting, 
but also another excuse to escape the confinement of being 
indoors with a ghost - again. The walk gave Jess the 
opportunity to think without distraction, that she was tired of 
being at the mercy of an unruly spirit and if moving out, 
albeit, for a brief period, was going to help keep everyone 
safe then so be it. She would then begin her search for Sarah 
to try and make sense of why Sam was making their lives a 
living hell. 


Jess was loosening the laces of her walking boots when 
Jonas burst in through the door, clutching a tour guide packed 
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with animal pictures and an illustrated fold-out map in the 
centre. His joyous expression lit up the room as he rambled 
infinitely about all manner of beasts, especially the monkeys. 
Jess was grateful to Geoff despite her initial grumpiness and 
gave him a bottle of wine to say thank you. 


All told, the short stay at Cradle Cove had been relaxing, 
apart from Sam’s unmistakable presence. The prospect of 
Peter’s return was the best news, but Jess had no many things 
that weighed heavily on her mind, including Edith’s terminal 
state, that she felt unable to feel true happiness. Slow-moving 
traffic and intermittent road works made the reluctant journey 
home a little frustrating. Mum was blissfully unaware, her 
head back and mouth open ‘catching flies’ while Jonas gazed 
aimlessly through the window, reflective and forlorn. 


The house felt damp, as if it had been empty for weeks, 
not days. Jess was thirsty and as she reached into the 
cupboard for a glass, caught sight of the photograph that had 
miraculously reappeared, fully intact and pinned behind the 
chipped pineapple fridge magnet. She flipped it over and 
back again, scrutinising what she had previously destroyed, 
or so she thought. Jonas’s innocuous groan was like an ear 
worm, as Trevor had mysteriously disappeared somewhere 
between car and bedroom. 

“You must have dropped him on the path,” Jess said, 
opening the door to check outside. 

Moments later he was stood before her, holding the 
unfortunate soddened rabbit at arm’s length, 

“He was floating in the bathroom sink,” he said, 
squirming. 

Jess had turned the water off at the main supply prior to 
leaving for Cradle Cove, although why seemed futile — taps 
tur on and off at will and puddles in one form or another 
materialise regardless. 


The morning of the will hearing had finally arrived, and 
Jess was feeling understandably apprehensive. Her father 


59 


knew how much she hated such formalities and being among 
other people, though he didn’t always agree with such a 
childish disposition. ‘You can’t hide from life’ he would say. 
Ain’t that the truth? 


The solicitors’ office as a familiar scene, with workers 
flitting round in starched shirts and shiny shoes. Mum looked 
particularly smart in a blue dress with matching jacket edged 
in black piping. “Just in case Gordon’s watching,” she said, 
smiling. A few minutes later, Mr Reid of Rush, Stone and 
Mallow, introduced himself and asked that they join him in 
his office lined with oak panelling with his executive desk 
and studded leather chair placed centrally. Uncle Jed and 
Aunt Marsha had arrived early and were already seated. Mr 
Rush handed everyone a folder that had Gordon Alder 
monogrammed on the front cover. An older lady entered the 
room carrying a tray of cups, pots of coffee and tea and a 
plate of biscuits, trying to appear graceful despite its weight. 
“Can’t we just get on with it,” Jess said, which subsequently 
backfired as Mr Rush was beckoned from the room to take an 
important phone call. 

“You have to be patient,” Mum said. 


Aunt Marsha was just as Jess had imagined — lips like a 
zipped purse with powder-puff skin, and a handbag perched 
on her lap. Jed seemed openly friendly and leaned over to 
shake Jess’s hand, “It’s nice to see you again young lady,” he 
said, as if she was still in plaits and white socks. She hadn’t 
seen either since childhood or could remember very little, 
except for one particular memory of when she was around 
ten years old. She was stood behind the kitchen door 
listening to Mum and Dad whispering about Uncle Jed’s 
affair with some woman at work. They were giggling heartily 
about Aunt Marsha being uptight, that she didn’t like sex 
because it made a mess of the bed sheets. 

“Do you remember Jess?” Mum asked, jabbing Marsha 
with her elbow. The woman’s disinterest was blatant, as if 
she had swallowed something rancid. 
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Mum passed round a bag of chocolate limes and Jess 
prayed there would be no chomping, as she hated that. 
Moments seemed like hours, with little to do except count 
drawing pins on the ornately framed noticeboard hung by the 
door. Mr Rush finally returned, apologising for the 
interruption. “Now where were we?” he said. Jess tried to 
look interested to disguise her lack of probate knowledge 
while Mum listened with intent if only to pick out father’s 
words from the lengthy legal jargon. The Will had been 
carefully considered and was clearly representative of a kind 
heart. As a historian of some standing, Jed was more than 
happy to inherit father’s coin collection, smiling as he 
thumbed through the many plastic sleeves crammed with 
monetary treasure. Mum and Jess were each to receive the 
sum of £20,000, with a discretionary request that Jess pay a 
percentage into an account for Jonas’s eighteenth birthday. 
Such a princely sum was shocking to say the least and Mum 
was confused as to how on earth Gordon had managed to 
save £40,000 over the years, especially when times were hard 
and she often struggled to pay bills and put food on the table. 
“It doesn’t make sense,” she said. Now she knew why he 
would never replace furniture or buy anything unless it was 
absolutely essential. 

“He was just planning for the future — maybe we should be 
grateful for that,” Jess said. 

Following the legal formalities and signing of necessary 
paperwork, Jess and Mum were free to leave. Neither felt 
inclined to extend the afternoon by suggesting coffee with 
Jed and Marsha, but Mum did exchange contact details, more 
as a polite gesture than a desire to see them again, god forbid. 


The cogs were still turning as Mum barely spoke on the 
way home, her mind lost in the intricacies of Gordon’s 
legacy. Maybe it was because of his own life experience of 
being destitute as an adolescent following the untimely death 
of his own father, and a mother who was unable to work due 
to serious health issues, that he didn’t want his own family to 
suffer a similar fate. “He must have sensed he would go 
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first,” Mum said. 
“*’,.and he did,” Jess said. 


An inpatient Jonas was pushing and shoving Jess as she 
tussled with the door key. “Stop it,” Mum said, yanking on 
his coat hood. Something felt badly wrong and Jonas lingered 
on the doorstep until everyone was inside. Again, it was like 
stepping into an ice cave. Mum tried to fill the kettle, but the 
tap spat out dark and sludgy water, spraying her with black 
dots. “What is going on with that tap?” Mum asked, brushing 
herself down with a tea towel. 

“Sam’s dead, he’s dead,” Jonas said, pointing into the 
bathroom. Jess went to investigate and saw Sam floating face 
down in the water. She rolled up her sleeves, but as expected, 
when her hands hit the surface there was no substance, just a 
rippling reflection. It was just another crazy-weird apparition. 

“Where is he, where did he go?” Jonas asked. 

“T have no idea,” Jess said. 


The house was in uproar. Jonas was sobbing in his room, 
refusing to come out or to let anyone in, certain he had seen 
Sam’s dead body. Jess was anxious and felt the truth was 
long overdue. It wasn’t the kind of conversation one 
imagines having with their own child, but ghosts are hard to 
deny and even harder to explain. “Can Mummy come in 
now?” Jess asked, tapping gently on the door frame. A teary- 
eyed, bewildered little boy eventually appeared. “I think 
we’ve all had quite a shock,” she said. Mindful that Sam was 
a playmate, albeit the most unusual kind and that he would 
have little understanding of a ‘misguided spirit’, she felt it 
best to keep it simple and concise, after all, pretending would 
only add to the confusion. 

“Sweetheart, Sam isn’t real, he’s a ghost,” Jess said, 
shattering all illusions. 

“But he was in the water, just like at the swimming baths,” 
Jonas said. 

“Sometimes when people die, they lose their way,” Jess 
said. “Heaven shines a light to guide those that leave us, but 
Sam may have simply missed the sign.” 
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Her reassurance was helpful, and although Jonas didn’t 
seem concerned that Sam could cause harm, she knew it was 
a possibility. It was imperative that she find Sarah, as Maggie 
had recommended. 


Mum had been listening to Jess’s ‘theory of ghosts’ while 
stood at the top of the stairs, and was impressed by her 
whimsical, thought provoking explanation for Sam’s 
presence. Jess could only hope that she wouldn’t have to eat 
her words, that Sam wouldn’t intentionally harm anyone. 
Mum suggested exorcism once again and even knew of a 
suitable priest, but Jess feared this method would be too 
drastic — a man of the cloth reciting prayers and waving his 
arms around would make a mockery of Jess’s gentle, but 
persuasive premise that Sam was just a restless ghoul. The 
house was no longer a safe haven and Jess had no control 
over the safety of both herself and Jonas. A formidable 
ghostly intruder was dominating the four walls, ever-present 
and unpredictable, compromising their every move. It 
seemed there was little choice, but to stay with Mum for a 
short while, or at least while the search for Sara was 
underway. Jonas was happy with the prospect and why not, 
he had his own bedroom and a box full of toys that had rarely 
seen the light of day. At least, packing would be relatively 
easy as the case used for Cradle Cove was still full of unworn 
clothes. 


It was an emotional quandary as Jess loved her own space 
and all the trappings of comfort and familiarity and hated 
being forced out against her will. She would have to inform 
Paula about the temporary move and tried to leave a note 
under the cast iron boot by her patio door without being seen. 
“Are ye not coming in for a coffee?” Paula asked, as Jess 
headed down the driveway. It was unfortunate, but now 
wasn’t the time for idle chat. 

“T have to go; we’ll catch up later,” Jess said, waving. 

There would be a temporary lull in childcare 
arrangements, but Jess felt sure Pierre would lend a hand, 
being a permanent resident and all. 
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Chapter Five 


Pursuance 


Judging by the fresh flowers, bed linen and guest towels in 
the spare room, Mum had pre-empted their stay. “You know 
me. I like to be prepared,” she said. It was comforting and 
helped Jess to reason with the temporary transition, like 
staying in the best hotel with benefits. 


Amid the stranglehold of sinister goings-on, Jess’s search 
for Sara was pressing. She began rifling through Mum’s 
cupboards and drawers for a suitable notebook to document 
her every move and discovered one of her old journals 
compiled at a time when noting down feelings and emotions 
was considered to be beneficial therapy. Luckily it had been 
barely used and was ideal for the task she had hoped would 
simply go away. 


Jess headed off to the village library in her quest to find 
out who last borrowed the ‘third free title’. She was a little 
early, so sat down on a low wall that led to the main entrance. 
The building looked tired and in need of structural repair, like 
many places of a similar ilk — neglected by the local council 
who would sooner shut them down than fund the 
maintenance costs. 


A young lady finally arrived to open up the library. She 
looked like a modern-day Mary Poppins, wearing a close- 
fitting wool coat and her hair gathered up with a shawl pin. 
Moments later, Jess heard the sound of locks and bolts being 
released despite the lacklustre wooden doors and general 
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dilapidation. “Good morning. I’m Claire. How can I help?” 
she asked, from behind a large reception counter. As usual, 
Jess was ill-prepared, and ferreted in her bag to find the ‘third 
free title’. “Here it is,” Jess said, handing it to Claire and, 
with forthright and slightly over-played concern, explained 
that the book had been loaned to her by a friend with whom 
she had lost contact and for personal reasons, needed to 
locate her. 

“Her name is Sarah Moffatt, but she may be married now,” 
Jess said, blagging a false surname. Claire was a little 
sceptical. “But she may have moved house,” she said. Jess 
had already thought through the obvious complication, but 
had figured that whoever lived at Sarah’s previous address 
may be able to help. Thinking on her feet was a little tricky, 
as she tried to relay a seemingly valid story. She was also 
fully aware of the confidentiality clause but hoped an 
exception could be made, given the book’s last loan date was 
a good year ago. Hitting a wall so soon was unthinkable and 
she began to feel quite tearful which in turn, gave credence to 
her request. 

“Why on earth has someone glued a picture to the original 
cover?” Claire asked, cautiously peeling back the painting of 
flowers to locate the title and reference details. For some 
inane reason the preface and acknowledgements pages had 
also been torn out. “No-one should deface a library book. 
They clearly had no intention of returning it,” she said, 
exasperated. Jess made no comment and waited while Claire 
trawled through corresponding entries of overdue books 
taken out on the last date shown on the inside cover. “We 
wouldn’t normally do this, but the library is closing a few 
weeks,” she said, and proceeded to write down the relevant 
name and address on a piece of paper before placing it 
between the pages of the ‘third free title’. Jess was so 
incredibly grateful and thanked Claire for her trouble. 

“Sara Peat, without the ‘h’,” Jess noted aloud before 
putting the piece of paper in her bag. 


65 


It seemed too good to be true. The prospect of meeting 
Sara could be much sooner than she had envisaged. Jess was 
plunged into unknown territory and she began to pre-empt 
what could be a very awkward situation. 


On turning a tight corner, she heard footsteps, amplified 
by the high walls which bordered the narrow passageway. 
Quickening her step, she focussed on the path ahead until she 
reached the corresponding street. As she stood aside for 
whoever it was to pass, no-one did. She was living in a 
permanent state of vigilance, as if her life depended on it. 


Mum was curious about the library visit and eagerly 
awaited Jess’s return. She had even prepared fresh ham 
sandwiches and cake to pass the time, and while laying out a 
fresh tablecloth, Jess walked through the door, soggy and 
windswept. “I lied through my teeth,” she said, handing Mum 
the piece of paper from the library. 

“You got it. That’s the main thing,” Mum said. 

“Yes, but what do I say to Sara? She’ll think I’ve gone 
round the pipe.” 

“Just be yourself.” 

“T’m not sure I am myself right now.” 


The playground was clearly visible to Jess as she 
negotiated a steep incline towards the school gates. She 
noticed a creepy grey shadow weaving between mothers and 
young siblings and as she drew closer realised it was Sam, all 
wispy and hollow, lingering among them. Suddenly the lad 
stopped, his eyes piercing and malevolent, before he faded 
into the ether. The malicious and fearsome spirit was 
scrupulously infiltrating her mind in one form or another. She 
had become a target for his provocation to goad and torment. 
It was funny how he had never presented at Mum’s house, 
but she was grateful for the respite. 


Pierre’s shiny black Mercedes was parked close to the 
school on a nearby street. Jess could hear shouting and 
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ushered Jonas behind a wall so she could watch him without 
being seen. Pierre was angry, yelling into his mobile phone 
and thumping his fist on the steering wheel. 

“Come on, Mummy, let’s go home,” Jonas said, pulling at 
her coat. But Jess was concerned by the man’s exasperation, 
especially with Poppy on the backseat. Despite her vigilance 
there was little she could do as it really was none of her 
business. 


Jess was oblivious to a frantic Jonas waving an envelope 
in the air, as she mulled over the menacing interlude in the 
school yard. 

“It’s from Mrs Roundtree,” he said, looking rather pleased 
with himself. Confirmation that Jonas’s literary skills had 
vastly improved thanks to the extra-curricular help was the 
best news. 

“That’s fantastic — well done you,” she said, cupping his 
face. This was entirely due to Mum who had been filling the 
gaps while Jess was preoccupied with one thing or another. 


At long last, Jess finally seized the opportunity to talk to 
Jonas about his father’s imminent return, having made so 
many false promises before. This time it was with Peter’s 
assurance, even though he couldn’t say exactly when it 
would happen. Jonas was understandably dubious, but once 
the words had finally sunk in, his expression changed to one 
of sheer joy. There were many uncertainties, including when 
to leave Nanna’s and go home, and how Peter would deal 
with the ghostly goings-on, should Sam’s presence be just as 
troublesome. 


In her attempt to be all things, Jess suggested she take 
Jonas along to Sara’s house. But Mum felt it would be best if 
she went alone. West Oak Lane wasn’t far, and Jess could 
have walked, but driving was easier. Number 17 wasn’t 
immediately obvious until she drew closer and spotted a row 
of houses adjacent to grassland only yards from where the car 
was parked. 
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As Jess arrived at what she believed to be the right house, 
it looked grubby, its paintwork chipped and flaking with sills 
festooned in cobwebs. Jess tussled with the rusty gate 
towards a path obscured by overgrown bushes and bramble 
which snagged her coat. A man’s face appeared at the side 
window as she approached the property. “Can I help you?” he 
mimed through the glass. 

“Yes, I hope so. Does Sara live here?” Jess asked, already 
sensing that something wasn’t quite right. 

He disappeared and within minutes, was stood at the front 
door. “Sorry, she doesn’t,” he said. 

Jess feared she had already hit a dead end and was about 
to walk away. 

“Wait, you could always leave me your number — I 
sometimes get mail for previous tenants that may offer a few 
clues,” he said, inviting her in. 

Jess felt a little unsure of entering the property and at that 
moment, was glad she had left Jonas at Nanna’s house. The 
narrow hallway was cold and dark, and the lounge looked far 
from homely, with every chair covered in aging newspapers 
and magazines. “I’m Mal by the way,” he said, offering her a 
handful of broken fingernails. 

He looked like a retired lecturer with spectacles that he 
had hung around his neck with a piece of old string. She 
apologised for the intrusion and offered much the same 
fabricated explanation that she gave to the librarian, which 
was more digestible than the truth. 

“T haven’t been in this house very long, but I’ve had 
enough,” he said. 

“Don’t you like it?” Jess asked, curious as to why he 
wanted to vacate so soon. 

Mal just rolled his eyes and detailed a catalogue of 
unresolved plumbing issues, including puddles that suddenly 
appear for no reason, damp smells, blocked drains, plus it 
was so unbearably cold. It was a familiar tale, but Jess tried 
not to make too many assumptions. At first, he thought it was 
because he lived close to a small stream which bordered 
fields as far as the eye could see, but the temperature didn’t 
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lift despite the season or the use of central heating. Her hands 
were shaking as she wrote down her contact details on a 
piece of paper and placed it on the chair arm. 

“Well, thank you for your time. I hope things work out,” 
she said, heading for the door. 

“Would you like some tea before you go?” Mal asked. The 
guy did seem lonesome, which was hardly surprising, living 
a solitary existence in such a dank, dark hovel. 

“Yes, that would be lovely,” Jess said. 


The man seemed to have a penchant for hoarding age-old 
paraphernalia with room for little else. An old manual 
typewriter sat on a desk in the far corner next to a lamp that 
looked remarkably like her father’s. There were no signs of a 
partner or wife and no children in photographs. It’s funny 
how one’s subconscious checks for such detail without even 
realising, as if evidence of someone else in the house would 
have somehow made her feel safer. “There you go,” he said, 
laying down a tray holding two pristine porcelain china cups 
and saucers, with shiny spoons and a bowl of sugar lumps. 
Jess had expected grimy tea in half-filled mugs, but life was 
full of presumptions. 


Mal stirred his tea repeatedly. “Not sure if this relevant, 
but the day I moved here, the lady next door told me that the 
previous tenant’s child had died.” He didn’t know whether to 
believe her or not, but was curious nonetheless, such that he 
wandered upstairs into what was obviously the bedroom of a 
little boy judging by the themed wallpaper and matching 
curtains that were still hanging against the window. “I will 
never go in there again — believe me, it was ....” he said, 
hesitating, as the colour drained from his face. Mal couldn’t 
explain what had happened, but it had obviously scared him 
half to death. 

“Do you mind telling me - was it of a ghostly nature?” 
Jess asked, as if treading on eggshells. 

“Possibly, but it sure as hell didn’t want me in that room,” 
he said. 
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Jess now understood why Mal wanted to leave the 
premises and felt increasingly certain that Sara had lived 
there previously. The death of her son had ricocheted further 
that she had first thought. 


Despite raking up some disturbing memories, Jess’s 
company had lifted the mood and Mal seemed much happier. 
Living in a home marred by misery and death was far from 
easy and it was strangely comforting to know that she wasn’t 
the only one in the grip of a vengeful spirit. “Mind your step 
on the way out. The floor is a little patchy and uneven,” Mal 
said, as Jess made her way to the door. “I hope you find 
Sara.” 

“Thank you,” she said. 


The synchronised ring of Mum’s duel telephones broke 
Jess’s concentration, as she tried to note down every detail of 
her visit to Mal’s house, the outcome of which had been 
totally unexpected. “Where the fuck are you?” Paula 
screeched. 

“Staying at Mum’s - remember?” Jess said. 

“Well, I can hear someone shouting from your upstairs 
window.” 

“What? The house should be empty.” 

“Well, clearly not. Anyways, how would I know? I’m 
inside on the phone — remember?” 

Jess threw on her coat in defiance. Concern for what was 
going on combined with the jolt of Paula’s anger fuelled the 
swift walk home, her thoughts on overdrive. 


Head over feet, Jess made her way back to the house, 
eager to know who or what Paula had heard. It was a shame 
she hadn’t had the forethought to investigate before ringing 
and had been so unnecessarily rude in the process. Could it 
be that a headful of Pierre didn’t leave much room for 
common sense? Such a blatantly unhelpful stance was hurtful 
and difficult to comprehend, especially as Jess had regarded 
her as a good friend. 
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As she stepped into the kitchen, saw Mum’s handbag on 
the table. The floor was dirty, covered in puddles and earthy 
debris like the entrails of an indoor storm. She could hear 
voices on climbing the stairs and as she opened Jonas’s 
bedroom door met with two grief-stricken faces looking lost 
and confused. “It’s been scary here,” Jonas said, fleeing the 
scene like a bird released. 

Mum was sat on the bed, still trying to gather herself. “I 
just couldn’t get out,” she said, shaking her head. They had 
only called because Jonas wanted some toys and as he was 
wading through countless boxes, the door slammed shut. She 
tried hard to open it, but it just wouldn’t budge. “I had to do 
something, so I yelled out of the window, hoping that Paula 
would hear me,”’ Mum said. 

The potentially harmful spirit, or ghostly squatter, was 
hell-bent on flushing out anyone who entered the property. 
Regardless, Jess was determined to gather easel and paints 
from her bedroom before leaving, where she found more 
disarray. The collection of artworks normally wrapped in 
polythene and stored in her wardrobe, were laid uncovered 
and edge to edge against the headboard. More remarkably, 
the ‘miracle’ painting was central, as if ‘paramount’ and more 
important than the others. Jess beckoned Mum to the scene, 
where she confirmed yet another visual statement created by 
one devilish, parasitic entity. 

“Come on, let’s go. It’s a fucking danger zone in here,” 
Jess said. 


With arms outstretched, Jonas was an aeroplane, gliding 
gracefully along the footpath. Jess and Mum followed close 
behind, distant and preoccupied. Once home, Mum 
disappeared into the back room, slamming the door behind 
her. This was usually a sign of serious business and there 
would be no point in delving. Jess took out the trash and 
cleared pots away, but a good hour followed before Mum 
finally emerged, silent and reflective. 
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The weekend came and went with little communication. 
Jess was missing her own bed, her father’s photograph above 
the fireplace, the birch tree in the front garden and even the 
kettle that required a double click to reach boiling point. Life 
felt disjointed, as if she had abandoned her lot. Desperate for 
a break, she headed to the café where she had recently met 
Jane to enjoy coffee, cake and a little sanity. On the way, her 
phone rang out, illuminating Peter’s photograph. “I’ve been 
trying to contact you,” he said. He had left several messages 
on her mobile, which typically, she had not received. 

“I’m staying at Mum’s house — she hasn’t been well,” Jess 
said, lying gracefully. She revelled in the sound of his voice 
as he gushed endlessly about a future business plan and the 
new premises and staff he had secured for the new law firm. 
She only hoped he was as equally enthusiastic about 
rebuilding their marriage. 


Jess ordered a flat white and took the opportunity to ask 
about Jane, but the waitress confirmed that she had recently 
left. It could be that like Peter, she had been trying to make 
contact without success. The tranquillity of any empty café 
was calming, but the silence didn’t last as two women 
entered followed by a swift breeze. They cackled incessantly 
while shaking brollies and removing coats before sitting at 
the next table. Jess didn’t like to stare, but felt sure she knew 
lady with the bright purple hair neatened with multi-coloured 
grips. Turned out the feeling was mutual, and the lady leaned 
over. “Excuse me. Are you a friend of Jane Livet’s?” she 
asked. 

“Yes Iam,” Jess said. 

“Sorry, I’m Lydia and I work at the safe house. I do hope 
Jane’s okay, you know, since leaving for Durham to stay with 
her mother,” she said. 

It was obvious from the look on Jess’s face that she knew 
nothing of it. “I wasn’t aware of that, but thanks for the 
update,” she said. 
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There was a strange car parked outside Mum’s house. The 
door to the back room was slightly ajar and Jess could see 
Mum and Maggie, the guest speaker at the psychic evening, 
locked deep in conversation. Jess didn’t want to intrude, but 
was intensely curious and popped her head in. “Is this about 
Sam by any chance?” she asked. 

“Tt is indeed,” Maggie said. She recommended that a 
spiritual investigation be carried out at her home and, if she 
agreed, she would arrange a suitable date with her colleague, 
Lester, a specialist in paranormal phenomena. 

“Fine why not,” Jess said, not knowing what to expect 
from such a meeting. Mum tried to reassure her that the 
purpose of the visit was only to assess what type of spirit was 
present, whether parasitic, malevolent or benign, which 
didn’t help any. “A wolf is a wolf no matter what the breed,” 
Jess said. 

“Not necessarily,” Maggie said, and explained that some 
have more power than others and depending on the reason for 
their presence. 


A handwritten note from Mal lay on the kitchen table, 
attached to a flier from a local art group. It was a little 
mysterious as Jess hadn’t given him Mum’s address, only her 
own. Although there had clearly been some 
miscommunication, it was reasonable to assume that 
someone from the group may know Sara and maybe even her 
current whereabouts. Jess rang the number on the flier and 
spoke to a lady called Barbara, but she couldn’t confirm 
whether Sara was an attendee of the group for legal reasons. 
Instead, she gave Jess details of the next art group session at 
the community hall run by tutor, Annie. 


The meeting pre-investigation was due to start around 
nine. Despite some considerable reticence, Jess gathered pace 
so she wouldn’t be late. Lester looked different from how she 
had imagined - a bit like Mal, without the glasses. His feet 
had barely touched the doormat when he heaved in several 
deep breaths, the reason for which wasn’t clear. He went on 
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to describe the intense residual energy on entering as being 
‘as thick as fog’, and that it was a ‘particularly rampant case’. 
Jess was rattled by such a brash statement, but only because 
she didn’t like the truth. Maggie looked genuinely fearful and 
unusually perturbed by Lester’s announcement, as if she had 
been secretly hoping for a ‘no-show’. “Let’s all have a cuppa 
before we start,” Mum said, trying to play host to the most 
unlikely party. Lester, on the other hand, was eager to press 
on, like a kid in a toyshop. 


Compared to recently, Jess thought the house appeared 
relatively normal, with no random puddles and earthy debris 
that had recently lined the kitchen floor. She gave an 
approximate history of what had been happening from first 
acquiring the photograph of Sara, who was believed to be 
Sam’s mother. This had subsequently led Sam’s spirit into her 
world, hence the various unexplainable events that followed. 
She mentioned her recent visit to see Mal, who lives at Sara’s 
previous address and who was also experiencing phenomena 
of a similar nature. She believed the photograph had a life of 
its own, that it re-appeared if moved and couldn’t be 
destroyed or even if torn into tiny pieces and placed in the 
trash. Lester’s very strong sense of spiritual energy was duly 
confirmed by the sudden icy cloak that surrounded the group. 
It was so cold that each breath was like ingesting arctic mist. 
“Jesus, it’s fucking unbearable,” Lester said, jogging on the 
spot. 

“No shit,” Jess said. 


As with all similar investigations, Lester had brought an 
abundance of gadgets, one of which was EVP meter — a well- 
known device that supposedly detects spiritual energy and 
sounds like a badly tuned radio, belting out incoherent speech 
and crackly noises. The loud hissing was irritating as Lester 
fiddled with the knobs and dials, trying to pick up ‘supposed’ 
ghostly frequencies. 


The group followed closely behind as Lester slowly 
climbed the stairs. On entering Jonas’s room, he paused once 
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again to expand his lungs - maybe it was a psychic thing or 
some sort of spiritual prep. “Yes, he’s in here,” he said. Mum 
didn’t want to go in after what had happened before. Jess 
pointed towards Jonas’s bed where there was a defined indent 
in the centre. 

“There he is,” she said. 

At that very poignant moment the group were plunged into 
darkness, a feeling that can only be described as a crazed fear 
that something could take your life in an instant. Jess had 
grown accustomed to the antics of a wily ghost, but she 
couldn’t quantify exactly what Sam was capable of. Maggie 
lost the plot and ran out towards the staircase, a surprising 
reaction from someone whose job revolved around the 
afterlife. The EVP meter was on meltdown, throwing out an 
ear-piercing buzz before completely cutting out. Everyone 
waited as Lester turned it upside down and every which way. 
During the tentative pause, the sound of a child’s voice 
echoed through the walls. “Go NOW.” It was a clear and 
concise warning to get the hell out. 


“Looks like you need a plumber,” Maggie said, as a murky 
substance spluttered violently from the cold tap. Jess made 
her apologies, explaining that there had been countless 
random occurrences involving water in the form of puddles, 
floods or leaks since Sam’s initial appearance. 


The investigation was going well judging by the spiritual 
responses and effects thereof, and although Jess found 
Lester’s presence a little irritating, his knowledge was 
surprisingly reassuring. He had encouraged her to see the 
things differently, that Sam was the epitome of pain and 
anguish who was trying to convey some sort of message that 
as yet, no-one understood. He suggested that Jess try to 
communicate directly with the ghost boy, to which she 
reluctantly agreed. “You must stay calm and focused,” Lester 
said. 

“Tl try,” Jess said. 

“Then let’s begin,” he said. 
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Lester left the room, but with the door slightly ajar. Jess 
stood on the ‘trains’ rug by Jonas’s bed, her visibility tainted 
by the darkness. The pretentious shit that people spout when 
trying to communicate with spirits wasn’t Jess’s way, 
although Sam needed no introduction. “I know you are here, 
and we want to help you,” Jess said, talking to the four walls. 
While waiting for a sign, a response in any form, she felt 
something blowing ice-cold air on her face. This was a new 
sensation and one which shook her to the bone, like a movie 
scene when the camera closes in on the victim before the 
final blow. She wanted to close her eyes and be gone, but 
instead, tried to focus on Lester’s words, that she must 
remain calm and await the presence of sweet child turned 
devious and predator’s next move. The sensation shifted, 
swishing around her left thigh with increasing intensity, like 
tiny needles piercing her skin. A dark angel appeared before 
her, wings outstretched and swooping in, its vivid deathly 
stare piercing and malevolent. Could this be Sam in another 
form? She began to lose concept of her surroundings, as the 
angelic vision then passed through her body. The cold was 
paralysing, and she found it hard to move to any extent. The 
shallowest of breaths was taxing with what felt like in 
inflexible ribcage. The angel finally faded, leaving an outline 
trace of Sam, pale and hollow. With a racing heart and an 
overwhelming dread of what was to follow, she slowly 
crouched down until their heads were aligned. There were 
tiny cuts and bruises on his face and leaves entwined in his 
hair. Bloodshot eyes, blackened by dark shadows, were 
hypnotic, infusing her soul with a plaintive emptiness beyond 
all living comprehension, a ‘sadness’ so entrenched that she 
wanted to slit her throat. “What do you want? Please tell 
me,” she said. As a mother, the desire to console the young 
boy was instinctive despite his evil intentions, but in doing 
so, her arms passed straight through his tiny body. Even 
though he wasn’t there in person, his soul was on fire, with 
an unquantifiable rage. 

“What happened?” Lester asked, walking back into the 
room. 
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“IT have never felt so incredibly desperate and hopeless,” 
Jess said, on her knees and staring into space. 

“Sounds like empathic transference,” Lester said, applying 
a scientific explanation. 

“This is more than just death. He must have been 
murdered,” Jess said. 


The group reconvened to take stock, apart from Maggie 
who was consoling herself with strong coffee. Lester was 
concerned about Jess, having experienced a particularly 
vehement and intensive brush with the dark side. He 
concluded that Sam’s spirit was confused and clearly capable 
of being disruptive, i.e. — incidents involving water, moving 
things, influencing atmospheric changes etc, and could be 
potentially, and/or unintentionally, harmful, though hurting 
Jess would of course, be counterproductive in his attempt to 
convey a message that as yet, wasn’t clear. “What about 
Mal?” Jess asked, who still bound by pervasive energy. 

“Tt’s a tricky situation. I am guessing the boy’s bedroom 
remains untouched — wallpaper, curtains?” Lester asked, all 
of which can make a difference in the spirit world, as 
possessions are conductors, just like the photograph. 

“Yes, he’s terrified of going back into that room again 
after what happened - the poor guy can’t even talk about it,” 
Jess said. 


There are many restless spirits among us, most of which 
have lost their way or simply can’t let go of the living, but 
there is always a reason. Whether it’s a score to settle or the 
need to convey a message, such as Sam - clinging to Jess in 
pursuit of peace, such as it exists. There are ghosts that linger 
for years in castles and stately homes, each one with a 
specific and valid story. Lester understood Jess’s unfortunate 
circumstance. He advised her to continue the search for Sara, 
just as Maggie had recommended, or consider spiritual 
cleansing (exorcism), with a penchant for the former, in that 
it would be the most satisfying outcome for everyone. The 
backlash from any method of exorcising could be detrimental 
if unsuccessful and should only be considered as a last resort. 


77 


Everyone seemed reasonably happy with Lester’s 
assessment. Jess drew comfort from a fresh understanding of 
why those on the ‘other side’? communicate with the living 
and if scaring people shitless was the only way to cut 
through, then so be it. Maggie looked decidedly unwell, 
continually routing in her handbag as if to hide away. “Are 
you okay?” Jess asked. Following a significant pause, she 
addressed the group. “Yes. I must apologise. Unfortunately 
this case has triggered painful memories and I just couldn’t 
go on with it,” she said. Jess felt guilty, having been so quick 
to judge and encouraged her to share the details if she was 
able. “A mother once came to me for a reading following the 
death of her son who had been killed in a road accident. He 
was right there in the room, covered in blood-soaked 
wounds, crying in pain.” Maggie said. It was the stuff of 
nightmares, but she wasn’t quite expecting to feel the way 
she did. It’s one thing being in a room full of people, but to 
be in close proximity to the ghost of a dead child was, for 
her, unbearable. Mum understood entirely and was thankful 
she had never encountered such an extreme case, until now. 
Lester insisted he stay in touch with Jess to offer support and 
asked that he be informed of any new developments — a 
lifeline which Jess embraced wholeheartedly. 


Sissy had left a note with details of Edith’s funeral in the 
grip of Jess’s letterbox. Amid everything else, Jess was still 
struggling with the prospect of saying a final goodbye to a 
dear, dear friend. Everything seemed to be crashing down. 
Prominent morbidity was all consuming. It was so hard to 
think positively about Peter’s return, not that she didn’t want 
him back, but the circumstances were far from ideal. How 
could they both reside in a house that was simply inhabitable, 
invaded by echoes of a past life? 


The atmosphere in the playground felt a little frosty and 
hostile. Mothers were huddled together, staring at Jess and 
whispering, as if she had sprouted horns. Turned out a certain 
little boy had been discussing their resident ghost with fellow 
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pupils and was smirking like a cat that got the cream. There 
would be little point in chastising him for sharing what would 
soon be yesterday’s news. 


Beyond the school gates, Pierre was arguing with Poppy. 
She was in in a strop over something and was refusing to get 
in the back of his car. “Qu’est-ce qui ne va pas, 
stupide?” (What’s wrong, stupid?) he asked, gesticulating. 
What is it with the French, over-egging conflict for public 
consumption? The girl’s screams were alerting passers-by, 
further inflaming Pierre’s embarrassment. The man clearly 
had a short fuse, but he wasn’t going to gain any ground by 
shouting in the street. “Can I help?” she asked. Poppy 
immediately ran behind Jess, to hide from the ‘bogie man’. 
“That’s right, you go — voir si je me soucie,” he said, shooing 
her away. “I hate Pierre,” Poppy said, in a venomous tone. It 
wasn’t really Jess’s place to comment and in fact, felt 
reluctant to tell Paula what had happened, or even to talk at 
all, following bedroom window incident. 


The ‘bogie man’s’ car wasn’t on Paula’s driveway which 
was something at least, quashing Jess’s concerns of further 
conflict. The patio doors were slightly open with no sign of 
Charlie, which was also good, as she was in no mood for a 
slavering beast nuzzling at her crotch. “Ill fetch Mummy,” 
Poppy said. The situation aggravated Jess’s nausea with 
butterflies that felt more like batwings. Paula’s face was 
deadpan - confused as to why Poppy was home from school 
without Pierre, and why was Jess there when it wasn’t even a 
Thursday. 

“There was some argument with Pierre, so she came back 
with us,” Jess said. 

“You should have left them to it,” Paula screeched. 

Jess tried to explain that it would have been impossible, 
and that Poppy was distressed, but there was no consoling 
Paula, her face as red as ‘beetroot’. The strain was evident. 
Paula’s new man had put the cat among the pigeons and 
seemed to be having a profound effect on her daughter’s 
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behaviour. Children can be sensitive souls, especially to 
changes in the home. It was obvious that Paula was clearly 
besotted with the Frenchman to the point where logic had 
taken a vacation. Jess felt stuck, that her friendship with 
Paula had changed and nothing she could say or do would 
affect an immediate change. 


As Edith’s send-off was imminent, Jess reluctantly called 
home to dig out the black dress and shoes last worn for her 
father’s funeral. Every light was on, even the energy-saver 
bulb in the sundries cupboard, which was odd, but then, 
everything was right now. She felt like an intruder 
rummaging through someone else’s wardrobe, occasionally 
glancing around as she stuffed various items into a holdall. 
Before leaving, she took the opportunity to sit in her 
favourite leather chair by the fireplace and watch the birch 
tree in the front garden, its branches quivering in the breeze. 
It was hard not to feel resentful that some random ghost had 
taken such simple pleasures away. 


The reading comer, as Mum referred to it — a vast array of 
fiction, stacked in multiple piles against bookshelves and 
along the outer edge of her living room floor - had received a 
much-needed enema. Several black bags cluttered the 
hallway, awaiting the charity shop collection. In the past, Jess 
had known mountainous piles of ironing and dust you could 
write your name in for the sake of a book Mum simply 
couldn’t put down. 


Mum had received a letter from one of her previous 
clients, together with a newspaper clipping about her 
daughter who had gone missing. She was requesting 
assistance of a psychic nature to help with the search, but as 
Mum thumbed through the endless papers documenting yet 
another quandary, she exhaled deeply. “I can’t do this,” she 
said. “We’ve got enough to think about.” And all the while 
she knew it would be hard not to, even at the expense of 
everything else. 
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“You must, for your own benefit. Change is good for the 
soul,” Jess said. 


For once, Jess had slept reasonably well and felt brighter 
unlike Mum, who had been awake most of the night, trying 
to soak up every last morsel of the ‘missing girl’ 
investigation. The woody taste of rich, dark coffee slowly 
coaxed her back to life as she sipped thimblefuls of caffeine 
sludge, her elbows resting on the kitchen table. “I might take 
Jonas to the park later so you can rest,” Jess said, quietly. In 
truth, she was just trying to make up for yet another weekend 
without his father, knowing that Saturdays had a special 
meaning. Mum suggested she call Peter to find out what was 
happening, but on checking her phone, noticed a message 
from him confirming that he was coming home the following 
weekend. Jonas couldn’t contain his excitement and was as 
chirpy as a pea hen. 

“Sounds like good news,” Mum said, flexing her eyelids. 

Jess had understandable concerns about moving back 
home as Peter was profoundly sceptical and suspected his 
non-compliance with all things spiritual was about to be 
forcibly challenged. 


Jonas ran tirelessly around the park, woollen gloves 
swinging from the sleeves of his snug winter coat. Jess had 
brought some stale bread for the ducks. The newly erected 
iron fence which bordered the open expanse of water was 
reassuring, as Jonas was stood close, peering through the 
slats, drawn by whatever was lurking beneath the water’s 
surface. “Look Mummy, Sam’s floating again,” he said. 
Jess’s heart sank — was there nowhere she could go without 
being reminded of the afterlife? She walked over and sure 
enough, there he was, below the ripples, eyes wide open. 
Though not real, it was a harrowing scene to see the image of 
a dead boy, his chalky white face peppered with tiny 
lacerations. She took Jonas’s hand and led him towards a 
nearby bench. 

“We’ve been through this before, remember? Sam is just 
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playing his usual tricks again,” Jess said. Jonas was naturally 
unnerved but seemed to trust his mother’s reassurance. 
“He’s horrid, go away,” he shouted back at the pond. 
People looked on in bewilderment, as they would — it was 
weird, but there was little point in being anything but 
truthful. 


The park café was open and serving warm drinks and 
snacks. Jess joined the queue while Jonas chose a table 
inside. Ordering tea and scones during the winter season was 
reminiscent of Cradle Cove. The park was full of people, 
relishing clear blue skies and the crisp, winter air. Jess caught 
sight of Charlie, bounding across the grass followed by Paula 
and Poppy — an unexpected and discerning view from the 
café window. “She’s her own worst enemy,” Jess said under 
her breath. 


Mum was rubbing her forehead in frustration, mumbling 
incoherently and staring fixatedly at the photograph of the 
missing girl in the newspaper clipping. Natasha, aged just 
seventeen, had fled from home six months ago. It was a 
typical case — troubled teenager heads for the bright lights to 
escape a troubled life, as the article inferred. Witness reports 
and CCTV footage confirm the last sighting of Natasha was 
at Paddington Station, having boarded a train to London, but 
there the trail ends. 

“It’s so vague,” she said, but then proceeded to describe a 
three-storey house with white walls and black guttering, 
broken windows and a washing line outside. 

“That’s far from vague. That’s fantastic,” Jess said, 
insisting she ring the police. 


It was the first time Mum had consulted with the law 
regarding such a matter, and was unsure whether the 
information would stand alone, but made the call anyway. 
The police arrived within the hour, as it would seem any 
clues were of the utmost importance, especially given six 
months of nothing significant. Jess made tea while Mum led 
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them through to the back room. PC Banks introduced himself 
and his colleague, PC Crook, who had several pencils and a 
suitable pad ready to sketch the scene in accordance with 
Mum’s description. Jess was fascinated as she watched 
Mum’s psychic vision transfer to paper. Mum referred to the 
newspaper clipping once again in a final attempt to re-visit 
the conceptual image. This time she saw a man stood at the 
front of a dilapidated building. The scenario bore all the 
hallmarks of an abduction or kidnapping. As PC Crook’s 
sketch was complete, Mum asked if she could take a closer 
look. She became tearful, describing a harrowing scene of 
women’s faces pressed against a first-floor window, their fists 
banging on the glass. 

PC Banks thanked Mum for the insightful reading, and 
though not conclusive, was worthy of much consideration. 
He asked that she get in touch should anything else ‘cross her 
mind’, as it were. Jess felt proud, realising just how unique 
and special Mum really was. 


Jess arrived a little early at the community hall for the art 
class, armed with brushes and paints. The building was 
fraying at the edges, heavily reliant on donations and a ‘make 
do and mend’ policy. An underlying mustiness and aromatic 
overtones of disinfectant lingered in the air, reminiscent of 
schooldays when damp floor mops languished in buckets in 
the corner of the canteen. 

The hall doors were already ajar, so Jess waited in the 
foyer to get out of the rain. It wasn’t long before a lady 
arrived, carrying several large bags and looking a little 
surprised to see someone else standing there. 

“T’m Annie. Have you come to join the class?” she asked. 
“Well, yes hopefully,” Jess said. 

“That’s good,” Annie said. 

Jess felt obliged to play along and stood back while Annie 
unlocked the doors to the supplies cupboard. She took the 
easels out and opened them up one by one, spacing them 
evenly and in rows along the polished floor. 

“Can I help?” Jess asked. 
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“You can stand those on the tables by the stage if you 
like,” Annie said, handing her several completed artworks, 
presumably for the evening’s inspiration. Jess recognised one 
of the paintings, which looked remarkably similar to the 
piece on the makeshift cover of the ‘third free title’ and was 
immediately lost in the flower-laden scene. As she moved in 
closer, she noticed the signature ‘Sara P’ in the bottom right 
hand corner. 

“Would you like to choose an easel?” Annie asked. 

“Sorry, yes — I'll go here,” Jess said, placing herself on the 
outer edge. 

People came into the hall and chose various positions 
around the room. Some acknowledged Jess while others were 
a little perturbed by a new face. She felt a little nervous, 
knowing she had a different agenda and also, that painting 
flowers was a weak point, as she was unable to capture detail 
with any degree of accuracy. “We have a new pupil today — 
please welcome Jess to the group.” Anne said. They didn’t 
know the real reason why she was there, though it may as 
well have been written all over her face. 


During recess, the group gathered around tea and coffee 
pots and a plateful of cheap brand biscuits. Annie made a 
note of everyone’s name and collected subs in an old sewing 
tin. Many class members were well acquainted and engaged 
in meaningful conversations, leaving Jess on the side-lines. 
Annie announced that she had been trying desperately to 
secure a more suitable venue for the classes but had had no 
success. The community hall wasn’t the best environment to 
nurture creativity. There was very little natural light plus it 
was damp-cold with no reliable heating, so she had no 
choice, but to cancel until further notice or at least until the 
spring when the weather was more hospitable. Pupils 
whispered among themselves, some even offered to hold the 
group at their own homes. Jess wondered if the flower shop 
would be a suitable venue at some point in the future, as 
there was storage space upstairs that had never been put to 
good use. 
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Annie drifted around the room to check out the various 
works in progress, occasionally pausing for thought. She 
lingered for some considerable time, staring fixatedly at the 
canvas perched on Jess’s easel. “Oh wow, this is,” she said, 
tipping her head one way and then the other. It was the 
strangest sight, especially as Jess knew she had barely 
progressed beyond a few streaks of colour. “This is truly 
amazing,” Annie said, beckoning everyone towards the 
supposed rendition. It was like history repeating, as an 
identical copy of ‘the miracle painting’ leapt out of the 
canvas. The feeling was far from comfortable, as once again, 
Jess had played absolutely no part in its creation. It was like 
she had cheated in some way, but without the means to 
explain herself. Annie’s expression was one of forced 
admiration, as she would know from experience that it takes 
considerably longer than an hour to produce work of such 
calibre. Sam’s devilish antics were at work once again, 
creating manifestations of his mother’s art to shock and 
amuse. 


As the class drew to a close, everyone helped to restore the 
hall back to its former state. Jess lingered, awaiting her 
opportunity to speak with Annie, hoping she hadn’t burned 
her bridges with the painting saga. 

“That was impressive work today,” Annie said. 

“Thank you,” Jess said, cringing inside. 

Annie waxed lyrical about Sara’s work, and that she had 
been a true inspiration to fellow students. “She is actually a 
good friend of mine,” she said, and continued on without 
hesitation, confirming that Sara had moved away after her 
little boy had died. 

“That’s awful,” Jess said, as if oblivious. No-one else from 
the class knew of the tragedy, so Annie requested that Jess 
kept it to herself. 


Jess knew it would sound totally weird and extraordinary 
as she opened up to Annie about her search for Sara. 
Considering her words carefully, explained exactly why she 
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had attended the art class. She began with the ‘third free title’ 
and the photograph that fell from its pages and that following 
advice from a spiritual medium was told that the photograph 
had unleashed the spirit of Sara’s son, Sam. His intention was 
to unearth some sort of tragedy or wrongdoing by leading the 
recipient of the photograph to his mother by whatever means. 
She told Annie of her visit to the library to establish the last 
borrower of the book and by pure luck and gentle persuasion 
had acquired Sara’s address. Although this was where she 
had lived previously, the new resident gave her the art flier 
that had been posted through his letterbox in error. “Do you 
believe in all that stuff?” Annie asked. Jess had had no 
expectations that her concerns would be reciprocated, but she 
couldn’t lie. 

“T was sceptical before all this this happened, but I just had 
to do something,” Jess said. 

Annie was clearly on the fence regarding such an 
outlandish tale, but despite divided opinion, she jotted down 
Sara’s current address on a scrap of paper. “There you are. 
But go easy,” she said. 

“Yes, of course,” Jess said. 


A pale and clammy Jonas lay lifeless on the sofa with 
Mum by his side. “What’s wrong little man?” Jess asked, 
kissing his forehead to check for fever. 

“T feel sick,” he said, clutching his belly. It could be the 
spam fritters he’d had for lunch, which often have an adverse 
effect — something to do with the batter. 

“Mrs Roundtree has been trying to call you, but she 
couldn’t get through,” Mum said. Jess had checked with the 
network provider, but there were no obvious faults. 


Jonas wriggled and groaned, his stomach rumbling like an 
old cauldron. Suddenly, he sat bolt upright and began heaving 
and choking. Jess grabbed a bucket and held it beneath his 
chin. Instead of the usual vomit of liquid food and bile, he 
threw up a liquid mass of earthy particles and tiny stones. It 
was a familiar scene as Jess had suffered a similar bout only 
days ago which she knew for sure wasn’t a reaction to food 
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or a gastric virus. “Do you think we should call a doctor?” 
Mum asked, freaked out by the bucket’s murky contents. 
“No, he should be fine now,” Jess said. 
“How can you be so sure? It’s just not normal,” Mum said. 
She was right. It wasn’t. This was nothing to do with 
Jonas’s physical health, but the work of an unruly spirit. It 
was more disconcerting that Jess had left the comfort of her 
own home to supposedly escape it. 


Regardless of acquiring Sara’s address, Jess’s resolve was 
at breaking point. She rang Lester for reassurance and to 
draw on his understanding of spiritual processes. He listened 
with concern as Jess described the recent visitations — 
physical health issues, invisible intrusions etc. “How come 
the devilish games persist, but Sam doesn’t show at Mum’s 
house? He was there Cradle Cove, at the psychic evening in 
the community hall, in the school playground and even in the 
pond at Maple Lane, I just don’t understand” Jess said. He 
found it equally illogical, as spirits are intrinsically attracted 
to people with psychic abilities, as opposed to sceptics who 
repel or deny their existence. Sam was clearly using Jonas as 
a vehicle to wreak havoc, knowing his wellbeing was Jess’s 
primary concern and would inevitably cause emotional 
distress. Lester suggested she move back home, to ‘stand her 
ground’ and refuse to be bullied and manipulated. There was 
no surety or definite solution when in the presence of a 
persistent and vengeful spirit, but it worth a try. After all, 
leaving home had made little difference. 


Mourners were gathered around the church entrance as 
Jess arrived for Edith’s funeral. She didn’t recognise anyone, 
except Sissy, who she wouldn’t have met had it not been for 
Edith’s fatal illness. It was hardly the place to socialise and 
anyway, what does one talk about other than death? While 
waiting, Jess observed the archetypical inconsolable mourner, 
the men suited in uniform black and the baby’s inconsolable 
cry reigning over the nervous mutterings of the crowd 
mingling around the church doorway. 
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The arrival of the cortege silenced the attendees, as they 
glared at the coffin covered in yellow posies. The scene took 
Jess’s breath and stirred memories of her father’s funeral. The 
day was bitterly cold with heavy rainfall, as she stared out 
through the hearse’s darkened windows at people huddled 
under umbrellas like penguins in a snowstorm. Mum tried 
desperately to hold it together at least until Dad’s coffin was 
finally lowered into the ground. Amen. 


Everyone gathered for the church service. Sissy walked 
down the aisle, steadied by her husband with their arms 
entwined. The crowd was silent, all but the shuffling of feet 
as everyone looked to find a suitable pew. Jess didn’t quite 
know where to be until Sissy beckoned her towards the front, 
making a space for her to sit. The format was much the same, 
with a vicar reading a chosen parable to open proceedings, 
which would no doubt be followed by a request to stand for 
the opening hymn. Jess wasn’t the slightest bit religious and 
hated the thought of singing in church. It was an awkward 
time for children as they stood between their parents, 
wrestling with boredom and the ‘keep quiet’ rule. With her 
head bowed, Jess caught sight of a child’s legs swinging back 
and forth. The dirty socks and tired, leather shoes looked 
familiar and as she glanced slowly upwards, met with Sam’s 
menacing glare. “Not here,” she whispered sternly, alerting 
the gentleman to her side who looked understandably 
confused, as he was sat by the wall. Jess cleared her throat, 
trying to pretend she hadn’t really spoken. 


With weepy eyes partly hidden by the net of her mint 
green fascinator, Sissy rose from her seat and slowly walked 
towards the podium. She delved into her bag for a piece of 
paper and placed it on the stand, which was almost as tall as 
she was. The vicar politely edged her closer to the 
microphone as her wispy, grief-stricken voice was barely 
audible. The congregation listened intently as she delivered a 
brief, but poignant history of Edith’s life — her nursing career, 
her success as a netball player and the medals she had won 
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which had been strategically placed among the posies around 
her coffin, and of course, her swan-song — the flower store. 
She made a heartfelt and very poignant reference to Stephen, 
Edith’s only son, who died of leukaemia when he was only 
seven years old. Jess was taken aback by such a tragic 
revelation, though it served to explain the underlying sadness 
in Edith’s eyes and her undeniable concern for Jonas as if he 
were her own flesh and blood. 


It was a sombre moment indeed, as the curtains closed 
around Edith’s coffin in the chamber awaiting god’s furnace. 
A violin concerto was evocative and filled the room, moving 
many to tears. As Jess fought to contain her emotions, a 
particularly intense nauseous wave rose from the pit of her 
stomach. She took in several deep breaths, exhaling slowly to 
deny its intensity, dearly wishing she was outside in the cool, 
fresh air. It could be an anxious reaction to yet another 
adverse event, but more likely due to Sam’s presence. Either 
way, she made her apologies and headed for the church 
doors. Marble sized hailstones blew in as she stepped 
outside, like a gun firing ice pellets. She wrapped her jacket 
around her head and ran as fast as she could towards the car, 
routing for her keys along the way. Leaving so soon was 
unfortunate but she knew that Edith would understand. 


The wake was underway in the backroom of the flower 
store, chosen because it was where Edith was happiest. For 
Jess it was just a stark reminder that things would never be 
the same again. It looked different — crammed with borrowed 
chairs and a large rectangular table covered with a fancy 
tablecloth to accommodate the buffet. An elaborate vase 
holding four lilac orchids complimented the scene. The 
delicate scent of fresh flowers was no more as the shop’s 
leftover stock had long since wilted and died, leaving a 
scattering of shrivelled petals on the floor. Edith’s bobbly 
Argyll cardigan was still draped around her office chair. 
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Tia, Edith’s emergency staff member, was the first to 
arrive, although Jess couldn’t recall seeing her at the funeral. 
“You made it then,” she said, being a little trite. 

“Of course - I wouldn’t miss the old girl’s send-off,” Tia 
said, pulling something out of a rather large canvas bag, 
“What do you think to this?” It was a picture frame 
containing a photograph of the original store front that she 
had found among papers in the back room. “Very nice,” Jess 
said. 

“T thought you could maybe hang it in here,” 

“Yes, that’s a good idea,” 


As Jess observed the party, people seemed far from 
reflective, stuffing their faces with finger food and slating 
house wine, not sipping. She took umbrage, interpreting their 
behaviour as disrespectful, and tapped loudly on the table 
with a fork handle to get everybody’s attention. The room fell 
silent in anticipation of an impromptu speech and she made 
her apologies for the intrusion. “Please would you drink a 
toast to Edith — a lady with a heart of gold,” she said, raising 
her glass filled with water. 

“To Edith,” they said in unison, followed by a rapturous 
applause. Jess was moved by their response, a moment that 
would stay in her heart forever. 


It had been an arduous afternoon and Jess was longing for 
quiet. She popped into the back office to say goodbye to 
Sissy, who was busy sorting through the many unopened 
letters and bills. “Pll hopefully see you soon,” Jess said. 

“Yes, of course. Before I forget, Edith wanted you to have 
these,” Sissy said, handing Jess a silk pouch. Receiving gifts 
at a wake didn’t feel right, but with a shaking hand she 
delved inside to find Edith’s pearl necklace, last worn to 
celebrate the flower store refurb. 

“Thank you so much,” she said, fondly caressing the 
cream-coloured spheres. 

Sissy also had a proposition, and offered Jess the role of 
acting manager of the flower store. The proposal was a 
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shock, but in a good way and Jess promised to consider the 
one very special opportunity. 


Mum was waiting as Jess arrived home from the funeral, 
looking fraught and tired. “So, how was it?” she asked, with 
kid gloves. 

“Sam was there, can you believe — in the church,” Jess 
said. 

“That’s not good. Still, he’s a ghost, not a vampire,” Mum 
said, trying to lift the mood. 

Jess took out Edith’s pearls. The sight of the necklace 
stirred more tears, but at least she had her memories. 


Sissy’s proposal was uppermost in Jess’s mind. The 
prospect of running a business was both daunting and 
enlightening in equal measure. Mum understood a certain 
reticence, but it would be beneficial in so many ways. She 
offered to babysit when required, and why not — Jonas loved 
being with his Nanna and vice versa, but Jess was concerned 
that such an arrangement would also compromise Mum’s 
independence. 


Jess had slept very little and felt weary and jaded, anxious 
about the impending meet with Sara. Nature can often throw 
up distraction to break the spiral of needless worrying and 
Jonas was being particularly fractious, behaving like one of 
those unhinged kids in American movies. “You know daddy 
is coming home in a few days, right?” Jess said. This time 
she was the one under scrutiny, as Jonas questioned why she 
was never home. Single parenting had taken its toll on them 
both, but even though she was the root cause of her 
unfortunate marital predicament, couldn’t be solely to blame 
for Peter’s absence. There was also the psychological aspect 
— did Jonas think he was somehow responsible for the way 
things had been since his father left over five years ago? 
Such remonstrations led Jess to question whether she should 
accept Sissy’s job offer after all. 
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Mrs Roundtree was in the playground, making polite 
conversation with parents and pupils. Jess’s turn soon came 
and Jonas’s little outbursts were the focal point, that he had 
been far more temperamental and sensitive of late about 
nothing in particular. Jess couldn’t really say too much. 
Where would she begin? In hindsight, she felt obliged to 
mention Peter’s imminent return, which could be partly 
responsible for Jonas’s mood fluctuations. “That’s great 
news,” Mrs Roundtree said, probably wondering where he 
had been in the first place to be finally coming home. 
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Chapter Six 


Presentment 


Sara’s house was a little way out of town, but Jess had 
written down concise directions just in case she got lost. Her 
stomach was in knots as she tried doubly hard to concentrate 
on the road, the pervasive dark shadow impairing her 
peripheral vision. The car was freezing cold and the heater 
was coughing and spluttering. 


On approaching Render View, Jess pulled into the kerb 
outside a row of small terraced houses, each with a flowered 
filled window box and a tiny garden area — some neater than 
others. She stepped out of the car and stood for a few 
moments to take stock of her surroundings and adjust her bag 
strap. The dark shadow was intensifying, accompanied by 
incoherent whispers between numerous male and female 
voices, increasing in volume as she drew closer to number 
25. It was becoming harder to concentrate, her head filled 
with illegible noise, but on reaching her destination 
everything stopped, dead. The front door was furnished with 
an elaborate pear shaped knocker, which she tapped lightly, 
her heart beating hard and fast. Within minutes, a lady 
opened the door very slightly. 

“Ts it Sara?” Jess asked. 

“Yes,” she said. 

Jess explained that she wasn’t selling anything, as cold 
callers are rarely welcome. She held out the photograph from 
the ‘third free title’ like some sort of ID, hoping it would 
break the ice. Sara was understandably confused by a 
stranger on her doorstep, holding a picture of her as an 
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adolescent girl. 

“Can we talk, it won’t take long?” Jess asked. 

Sara invited her inside, and into a sitting room. A framed 
photograph of Sam hung on the wall above the fireplace 
stood out like a shiny beacon. It was sobering to see him 
‘alive’ and smiling like a typical little boy, as opposed to the 
angst-ridden spirit that remained. Jess sat down on the tired 
leather armchair, trying to make polite conversation and 
complimenting the décor, blatantly ignoring the nicotine- 
stained wallpaper that was peeling at the joins. 

“T wanted to return these to you,” she said, handing over 
the ‘third free title’ with the photograph sandwiched between 
the pages. Sara examined the book that she confirmed had 
been recommended by a bereavement counsellor following 
the death of her son. She had used her own artwork to hide 
the morbid cover, thinking she would be more inclined to 
read it, but it didn’t work. “I used the photograph as a 
bookmark, but obviously left it behind when I took the book 
to Friar’s Ridge market — is that where you found it?” Sara 
asked. 

“Yes - I bought two titles and this one was 
complimentary,” Jess said. 


Understandably, Sara was puzzled why Jess had gone to 
great efforts to find her just to return what she had ultimately 
forgotten. Although it was a delicate situation, Jess thought it 
best to be honest and disclosed the bare bones of her 
detective work, that the investigation had involved some very 
shifty and resourceful questioning. 

“T have to ask, are you a reporter or journalist?” Sara said. 
It was an unexpected, but interesting enquiry, leaving Jess to 
wonder why she would think it. 

“No of course not, but I do have a specific reason for 
being here,” Jess said, her cheeks flushing up like fireballs. 

“What is it?” 

“T see the ghost of your son.” 
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Suddenly and, as expected, the mood shifted considerably, 
like a defining crash. Jess was undoubtedly tugging on raw 
nerves, but there was no easy way of telling Sara about the 
various inexplicable events that followed the photograph’s 
discovery - Sam’s initial fantastical friendship with her own 
son, the random floods, puddles of water and debris, the dark 
shadows and apparitions and Jess’s incessant nausea etc. 

A reflective silence followed. Sara began repeatedly 
twisting hair strands, pulling at the root. “My son drowned in 
the pond on Maple Lane just over a year ago,” she said, 
choking on the words. Jess shuddered, recalling the newly 
erected wrought iron fence edging the pond’s perimeter that 
she saw when visiting the park days ago. Her presence was 
unintentionally inflicting more emotional pain on an already 
grieving mother, but with a much greater understanding of 
what was going on and why. Jess had not considered that 
Sara would think the visions she had described could actually 
be her son, but it was understandable, given that his body 
was never found. 


The house was a reflection of Sara in her current state, 
suffering the insurmountable pain of losing a child. Her night 
dress was draped over the back of the sofa, her slippers 
tucked underneath, as if it was where she permanently slept. 
The lounge was grubby and the carpet, dull and 
downtrodden. “I never used to smoke,” Sara said, lighting up 
a half-spent cigarette that was perched on the edge of an 
overflowing ashtray, inhaling deeply and intently to draw in 
the final nicotine dregs. Sara appeared lonely and isolated, 
and began to talk openly about her son, that he was a loving 
and beautiful boy, tears pooling her tired eyes. “I miss him so 
much,” she said. 

“T can’t imagine what you are going through,” Jess said, 
mindful of quoting empty clichés. The very thought of living 
without Jonas was beyond comprehension, but she felt it 
inappropriate to mention him, that she would be rubbing salt 
into an already gaping wound. 
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It was a hot summer’s day when Aiden took Sam to the 
park, as Sara felt it would be an ideal opportunity for him to 
spend quality time with his stepfather while she got on with 
the household chores. “Sam had taken his grandma’s locket 
again. He was always in my jewellery box,” she said, rolling 
her eyes. It was assumed that Sam had been playing near the 
water’s edge, accidentally lost grip of the locket and as he 
tried to fish it out, fell into the pond. In total irony, the boy 
was due to start swimming lessons the very same week. Jess 
wondered where Aiden was at that time, but tried not to think 
suspiciously. Recalling events was clearly a painful process 
and Sara paused to open a new packet of cigarettes, infusing 
the air with a fresh cloud of nicotine smog. Aiden tried to get 
Sam out of the water, but couldn’t reach him. 

“Didn’t he just jump in?” Jess asked. 

“No, he can’t swim. But he tried to grab him from the 
water’s edge.” Sara said, gesticulating Aiden’s struggle as if 
to divert the obvious assumption that you would at least try, 
despite your capability. 

“Was there anyone else around?” Jess asked. 

“I don’t know. He was so distraught,” Sara said. Jess 
sensed a raging smokescreen from the onset and that Sara 
was trying too hard to convince herself that the man really 
had fought against all odds to save the drowning boy. It was 
hard to quantify Sara’s naivety as she recalled events prior to 
Sam’s death. 

“T’ll never forget the moment when Aiden came running 
in,” she said, placing her hand to her mouth as if reliving the 
moment. “I was upstairs, and he was frantic and breathless,” 
she said, having run home from the park which was only a 
short distance away, dripping wet and wearing the one boot. 
As a mother, she instinctively knew Sam was either injured 
or dead and began to sob before Aiden could even begin 
explaining what had happened. She presumed he had called 
an ambulance, but he just kept wailing, ‘He’s gone, he’s 
gone.’ The man was in pieces,” she said. 
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There seemed to be a wealth of unanswered questions — 
why did Aiden run all the way home to tell Sara that Sam had 
drowned, fleeing the scene so soon - surely there would be 
someone around to help ‘in a park’ on a summer’s day during 
the school holidays? Jess had turned detective and was 
painfully cynical, wondering why Aiden would be dripping 
wet if he hadn’t actually been in the water? Shock is one 
thing, but is it not pure instinct to alert emergency services — 
something that Sara didn’t know for certain had happened. 


After finally calling the police, Sara and Aiden headed 
back to Maple Lane, leaving their front door wide open. On 
reaching the gates, two police cars were pulling into the park 
entrance and Sara fell to her knees, traumatised. A 
policewoman came over to comfort her before walking them 
both back to the pond. Spectators had gathered around and 
were talking amongst themselves, while officers questioned 
those who could offer any useful information, hoping to find 
at least one eyewitness — albeit, the supposed ‘onlookers’ 
who saw or heard nothing of Aiden’s apparent struggle, as 
surely Aiden’s knee jerk reaction would have been to cry out, 
especially if one is in a blind panic? 


The pond at Maple Lane is expansive and of lake 
proportions. The police diving team had begun cordoning off 
the area and closing it to public access so they could 
painstakingly trawl the vast stretch of murky water. The 
extensive search continued around the clock to cover the 
length and breadth of the area but was called off after two 
days having found no body or conclusive evidence, not even 
Aiden’s boot. Losing a child is one thing, but to find no 
physical trace was even more unbearable. Sara described the 
memorial service — a funeral with a tiny coffin filled with 
toys, some treasured photographs and his favourite teddy 
bear. “I’m sorry, I just can’t imagine,” Jess said. It was 
especially awful given the very tragic circumstances 
surrounding his death. 
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The following days and weeks were the darkest. Aiden 
disappeared for a while, being unable to cope with the loss 
and leaving Sara alone and barely functioning. Jess was 
appalled and couldn’t help but think the man wasn’t worth a 
spit, ‘opting out’ to essentially save himself. When he finally 
returned, they moved away from the immediate area to make 
a fresh start, which was just as isolating. Sara missed the art 
group and the friendships she had formed with fellow artists, 
including Annie of course, and familiar faces when out 
shopping, as even the briefest of conversations were better 
than none. 

“Ts this the locket Sam took with him to the park?” Jess 
asked, handing her the favoured keepsake. Sara gasped in 
disbelief, stroking the chain to confirm its validity. 

“Trust me, Sara. One day it just appeared on my son’s 
mattress,” Jess said. Surely this was affirmation alone of 
Jess’s statement of events, and that she wasn’t just some 
scaremonger with grim intent. The necklace spooked Sara a 
little. She finally realised that it was possible her son was 
trying to communicate and begun asking all kinds of 
questions. Jess tried to remain articulate, leaving out the 
scary, malicious and downright devilish taunts that she had 
struggled to contend with in recent weeks. It was only right 
that she mention Maggie, the psychic medium who had given 
credence to the situation, that indeed, Sam was trying to 
convey some sort of message, and that the photograph carried 
a spiritual connection. 

“Ts he here now?” Sara asked. 

“Strangely enough, he isn’t,” Jess said. 


There were no pictures of Aiden among the family 
photographs dotted around Sara’s living room, just Sam 
alone or with Mum and or with a dog between them. It may 
be nothing more than time and inclination to change or 
rearrange old photographs that are precious, especially for 
Sara, but Jess did wonder if the couple had drifted apart, 
knowing only too well how depression can screw up the 
sturdiest of relationships. 


98 


“Is that a border collie?” Jess asked, pointing to a gold 
frame standing on the sill above the fireplace. 

“Yes, that’s BJ — he went missing not long after Sam 
died,” Sara said. Aiden was taking him for walk when he 
broke off the lead and ran away. The poor man was fated, 
Jess thought. 


Sara had been offered counselling in a group setting which 
wasn’t ideal and after reluctantly attending a couple of 
sessions and a skim through the ‘third free title’ ‘Death: A 
Guide For The Living’ which was excruciatingly morbid, she 
was done. 

Sitting in a room full of bereft and desperately miserable 
people, all of whom had lost children, was soul destroying 
and in no way, comforting. She couldn’t quite grasp what 
good could come of watching others fall apart as they shared 
their insuperable suffering. “I felt like an odd ball - the 
mother whose child had drowned, but with no body. It was as 
if my son had never existed. I daren’t mention the mock 
funeral in case they found it even more peculiar,” Sara said. 


Sara stepped into her tired slippers to go and make coffee. 
The meeting was going so much better than Jess had 
imagined and her nerves had subsided. It would be nice to 
form, albeit, an unlikely friendship to salvage some good 
from the unholy mess, depending on the outcome. 


It was hard not to see the box full of toy trucks and cars 
placed in the corner of the room with lid gaping open as if it 
was just how he had left it. Sam’s belongings maybe helped 
Sara deal with his death, keeping a part of him close. How on 
god’s earth does one cope with the loss of a child, Jess 
thought — such finality must be crippling. 


Sara returned with two mugs and a framed print under her 
arm. “This was my last painting,” she said. It was another 
awkward moment, but Jess wanted to remain truthful, and 
explained that she too liked to paint using oils and on the one 
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day she had left the room to fetch some ‘red’, returned to 
discover that her blank canvas had morphed into an exact 
copy of the woodland scene. It sounded utterly farfetched and 
ridiculous, so much that they laughed in unison. Jess wished 
she had brought the ‘miracle painting’ along with her if only 
to verify the strangest of stories. 


It was with great hope and expectation that returning the 
photograph and the locket would dowse Sam’s anger and 
bring peace. Jess was now certain that seeing Sara was 
justified and that her reasons for which were fully 
acknowledged, that the ghostly activity had grown so 
unbearable, resulting in relative chaos. If there had been any 
other way, aside from the extreme, e.g. - exorcism, she 
wouldn’t have burdened Sara with such an outlandish 
dilemma. In the spirit world, it was plain and simple - Sam 
was simply crying out for justice and the photograph had led 
him to Jess in the hope that she would reveal a possible 
crime. 


As Jess was contemplating her exit, the atmosphere 
shifted. Suddenly, the door slammed shut and was followed 
by shuffling feet down the hallway. 

“That’ll be Aiden,” Sara said, quashing Jess’s theory that 
the man had fled the scene. His presence divided the room as 
he stood before them. “Who’s this?” he asked, blinking 
involuntarily, in a tic-like fashion. 

“This is Jess,” Sara said, apprehensively. 

“And what does Jess want?” he asked. 

Body language doesn’t lie, and Jess struggled to respond 
on Sara’s behalf. He was hostile and intimidating, and as sure 
as hell wasn’t comfortable with a stranger in his house. Jess 
winced as he sat opposite, nicotine stains on his fingers, his 
hair dishevelled and raggy that had clearly not seen a comb 
in weeks. 

“So, what’s new, Jess?” he said, chewing gum with 
gnarled teeth. It was hard not to be sarcastic, to rise above his 
patronising tone. 
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“So, anyway, let me know about the art commission,” Jess 
said, hoping Sara would catch her fabricated drift. 

Like a fox released from a rustler trap, Jess scuttled 
towards the door. Sara made her apologies for Aiden’s 
rudeness, blaming it on grief and their lack of money since he 
quit his job. Jess accepted her flaky attempt to excuse the 
man’s ignorance, preferring to part on good terms, at least for 
now. 


Within a few strides from the garden gate, Jess could hear 
raised voices. Aiden was yelling, overriding Sara until she 
eventually stopped responding. Jess felt partly responsible for 
the altercation, though such an outburst spoke volumes. 
Could he really be the perpetrator? 


Fears for Sara’s safety played on Jess’s mind as she sat in 
the car, half-heartedly staring through the windscreen, 
wondering if she should head back or wait. Sam’s face was in 
the reflection of the rear-view mirror, but unlike many 
previous occasions, this really was a true figment of her 
imagination, representing a real fear that the saga was far 
from over. 


A cake ladened with fruit lay on the kitchen table and the 
nutty smell of freshly ground coffee welcomed Jess as she 
walked in from the cold. She smiled, realising she didn’t 
always appreciate Mum’s impeccable kindness. The 
circumstances of Sam’s death were grim but flawed. 
Although Sara had described exactly what happened on the 
day her son had supposedly drowned, Jess was even further 
from the truth. She was a strong believer in subconscious 
human behaviour and it was obvious that Sara didn’t believe 
her own recollection of events. All fingers pointed to Aiden, 
who bore all the hallmarks of a man with bad intentions. 
Mum rightly questioned Jess’s motives — was she looking for 
a scapegoat, judging him based on her sympathy for Sara, 
which was a fair point, but Jess trusted in her gut feeling. 
Sam’s death may not have been accidental, but with the case 
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closed and no body as conclusive evidence, it would be 
considerably hard to prove anything. Mum was fascinated, 
but in a different sense, that the spirit of a dead boy had 
indeed led them to what was most likely an unsolved murder 
investigation. 


After much deliberation, Jess was ready to accept Sissy’s 
offer of ‘acting manager’ of the flower store. She had thought 
long and hard about the prospect of working to a higher level, 
considering the hours and whether an appropriate, flexible 
shift pattern could be established. She had also considered 
her motives, that she wasn’t clinging to the past and that 
there was a vested interest despite her attachment and 
personal history. Ultimately, Jess loved flowers and revelled 
in the opportunity to manage and maintain a successful 
business. 


As there was just cause for celebration, Jess suggested tea 
at Bandits a restaurant in Friar’s Ridge. It wasn’t the 
swankiest of places - carpets clashed with the curtains and 
the aroma of old chip fat was part of the ambience, but was 
convenient and within walking distance from Mum’s house. 
Jess and Peter had eaten there several times when Jonas was 
a baby, mainly during the summer in the spacious garden area 
to the rear of the building. 


The place was buzzing with early evening diners and 
families. Manager and longstanding owner, Bill, 
acknowledged Jess and ushered them to an empty table by 
the window, remembering how Jonas loved to watch the 
world go by. The food was ordinary, but wholesome - pies, 
ham and eggs and sausages etc, and nothing too complicated 
for a weeknight. There was no escaping Paula and the 
Frenchman and his unmistakable pidgin English that could be 
heard only yards away. It threw a spanner in the works and 
Jess considered leaving the restaurant, but Jonas was already 
looking forward to cod fingers and chips. 

“Ts that the new beau?” Mum asked. 
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“Yes,” Jess said, rolling her eyes. Luckily, the pair had 
already eaten and were paying the bill. As they passed 
through the restaurant, Paula glanced back, but Jess didn’t 
flinch, still reeling from the recent outbursts. Any attempt at 
reconciliation was going to take more than a wry smile to set 
things straight. 


Packing the car boot was laboured, as Jess tried 
desperately to squeeze everything back in, including Jonas’s 
rucksack which had grown much bigger since the move to 
Mum’s house. Although she felt uncertain about what lie 
ahead, she tried hard to focus on the positive — Peter’s return, 
the joy of sleeping in her own bed, sitting on her favourite 
leather chair by the fireplace watching the chalky white birch 
tree that stood by the garden gate. 


Jonas was happy to be home and ran like the wind towards 
his bedroom, dragging Trevor’s tired body up the stairs. The 
air was naturally cool, and not influenced by a ghostly 
presence. There were no puddles and unusual debris, and 
everything seemed normal. She emptied bags and placed 
clothes in the wash basket or wardrobe, depending. The airer 
was bare, except for the red and white striped t-shirt and 
shorts removed from Jonas’s swim bag some days ago which 
were still dripping wet. 


A subtle knock distracted Jess from the mysterious 
anomaly and as she peered through the landing window, saw 
Paula waiting by the front door. Her stomach turned 
cartwheels as she was in no mood for an argument, although 
the woman had a lot to answer for, having been totally 
unreasonable for no reason or justification. She answered 
with a forced smile, but Paula was as forthright as ever, 
voicing a sincere apology, her face wrinkled with regret. 

“Come in. I thought the devil had moved in and replaced 
you,” Jess said, with a sarcastic lilt. 

“T can imagine. I was well out of order,” Paula said. 

Jess had little time and energy for conflict, but having seen 
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a venomous side to Paula’s personality, felt compromised by 
her brittle attitude and wanted to know why she had changed. 
Her forthright questioning tapped into raw emotions and 
Paula began to cry. 

“Pierre is fucking married can ye believe?” she said. It 
came as no surprise, but Jess kept a straight face despite her 
opinion. Paula had suspected something wasn’t right, but 
“because of the sex’ chose to ignore her instincts, having 
found intimacy for the first time since the death of her 
husband and ‘with a Frenchman’ for god’s sake. Pierre’s 
misdemeanour was duly confirmed when she overheard a 
telephone conversation — “the man should have known better 
than to leave the bedroom door open,” she said. He was 
rambling on in his native language to ‘Simone’ and although 
she could only decipher the odd word, there was no 
mistaking the sleazy gestures. 

“Tt could have been his sister. You know what the French 
are like,” Jess said. 

“What? No way,” Paula said, quoting a phrase she had 
clearly become accustomed to, ‘Je tiens a vous baiser’ (I 
want to KISS you). Paula could have let it slide, but she’d 
had her fair share of infidelity which she vehemently refused 
to tolerate ever again. She confronted Pierre like a bull at a 
gate, knowing what she was about to lose. Unexpectedly 
there was no bobbing and weaving or a bullshit denial, just a 
concise confession, that he did indeed have a wife and two 
children in Dordogne, who unwittingly trusted him while he 
was away from home, working on an expired visa, to further 
deepen the hole. He begged Paula not to inform the police, to 
which she agreed for a cash payment of £4,000 - 
approximately half of what he had earned while living under 
her roof ‘free gratis’. 

“T suppose that eases the pain a little,” Jess said, smiling. 

“T guess. But it won’t be long ‘fore he finds another 
unsuspecting female,” Paula said. 


Despite the bravado, Paula was in pieces. She knew that 
she had fallen for the wrong man. There is no shame in 
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craving love, but second best was never going to stick — 
every decent woman deserves a loyal and trustworthy 
partner. 

“Anyways, why did ye leave the house?” Paula asked, 
curious about the temporary move. Jess explained the various 
incidents that had occurred over several weeks, longing for 
the day when the endless recital would be a distant memory. 
Paula finally realised why Mum was shouting for help 
through the window of Jonas’s bedroom and was mortified 
by her blatant disregard simply because her mind was 
elsewhere. 

“Not sure we can blame Pierre entirely for what happened 
that day,” Jess said. 

“You’re right,” Paula said. 


The weather outside view was perfect for enhancing the 
mood - a blanket blue sky with a sharp frost clinging to 
spider webs, festooned like tiny white beads on the window 
frame. She could hear Jonas’s voice like a whisper in the 
distance, but on listening closely, realised he was reciting the 
words from a book, but with no hesitation or stuttering, just 
bold and coherent diction. Jess felt a little guilty knowing 
Mum had put in many hours of one to one reading, as Mrs 
Roundtree had recommended. An extra special breakfast 
would just have to do, and it wasn’t long before the alluring 
aroma of cheesy scrambled eggs and freshly toasted crusty 
bread drew him to the table. “I heard you reading just now,” 
Jess said. 

“Tt’s just poetry Mummy. Nanna gave me a book,” 

“Well, ‘just poetry’ will do for me,” 


The world was calm and quiet as Jess sat in her father’s 
leather chair to document her visit to Sara’s house, hoping 
she had enough blank pages to swallow the detail. The 
process was thought provoking, as certain aspects niggled - 
what if Aiden had killed Sam and Sara was an accessory to a 
premeditated crime. Did she fear being alone if he went to 
prison and despite the obvious devastation for the loss of her 
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son, could she be deviant or conniving in order to conceal his 
murder? 


Today, the familiar gentle rat-tat of Peter’s fancy ignition 
key was comforting, something she hadn’t felt in a very long 
time. She could see him through the glass, holding a bunch of 
white flowers in one hand and a suit bag in the other. If 
anything, she wished she had dressed a little better for the 
occasion, instead of faded jeans, scabby t-shirt and fluffy 
pink carpet slippers. Her throat was as dry as sticks and she 
could barely talk, aloft on multiple emotions. Peter had never 
been gushy or particularly tactile, but he was a genuinely 
loving guy with no fluff and drama. Jonas was still sleeping 
or at least, was incredibly quiet and she hoped it would stay 
that way for a little while, so they could be alone. “We could 
go over old ground, but let’s just start over,” he said, taking 
her in his arms where she felt safe, held by the man she loved 
with all her heart and soul. 

“Yes, I agree. But please understand, I am so very sorry 
for what I did.” 

“T know.” 


Jess found Peter’s presence settling — shaver charging in 
the bathroom, briefcase and car keys on the table and hefty 
winter coat and scarf hanging from the highest hook by the 
door. There would be no more sleeping alone and the sheer 
emptiness of living like an unfortunate spinster. The sound of 
Jonas’s laughter was much more joyous and meaningful, 
interacting with his father within a healthy family rather than 
a fractured one. 


It was early morning and breakfast was underway with 
sizzling bacon and eggs frying in a pan on the stove. 
Placemats and cutlery were set out on a freshly laundered 
tablecloth with the white flowers standing in a vase in the 
centre. “Good morning,” Peter said as Jess walked into the 
kitchen, swathed in her pink spotted dressing gown. Eating at 
the table had been a random occurrence, indicative of single 
parenthood - reason alone not to bother. 
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Files and notebooks lay scattered across the lounge room 
floor. Peter had always been an early bird, ultra-motivated 
and much more productive pre-sunrise. 

“Things are coming together nicely Jess,” he said, gushing 
with enthusiasm about the business plans for the law firm, 
relaying various facts and figures and the all-important office 
location which was only ten miles from home. Jess wondered 
whose life this was - suddenly everything was slotting into 
place. Peter had appointed two legal execs from the previous 
company to manage the workload so it wouldn’t consume 
every waking hour. 


Mum rang, desperate to share news about the missing girl. 
“She’s been found in Fielder’s Green, trapped in a derelict 
house full of young women who were being groomed for 
prostitution,” she said, fighting to get the words out. Fuelled 
by Mum?’s initial vision, the police had been working around 
the clock, but eventually led them to notorious criminal gang 
with a defined history of kidnapping and rape offences. The 
police were grateful for her assistance and subsequently 
offered her the chance of future work. 


“We are off to the park. You coming?” Peter asked. Jess 
preferred to stay home and relax. The opportunity to paint 
had taken a backseat since the mystery canvas and Jess was 
eager this to revisit the rendition in oils of a treasured 
photograph of her father. She gathered her materials, 
including finer brushes for proportionate detail and got to 
work, applying a rough outline to ensure accuracy. An intense 
flush suddenly broke her concentration. Beads of perspiration 
dampened her brow and slowly trickled down her face. The 
sensation was followed by a defined, penetrating chill, her 
breath a visible cloud of ice particles. This can’t be 
happening, not again, she thought, intensifying the perpetual 
nausea. The house was deathly quiet - even the whooshing 
rhythmic sound of the gas boiler was lost to the infusion of 
spiritual energy. The intrusive dark shadow returned, like a 
shroud blighting her peripheral vision. 
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“What do you want? What the fuck do you want?” she 
asked, turning full circle. The feeling soon passed, though the 
harsh realisation that Sam’s spirit still remained wasn’t good 
and left a very bitter taste. Despite unfinished business, Jess 
had hoped for some respite, or a shift in the tide. Why was 
she the prime target when Aiden was likely responsible for 
Sam’s untimely death? Thoughts of painting soon left her as 
there seemed little point in pursuing anything other than to 
‘discover’ what really happened at the pond that day, as 
Maggie and Lester’s words resounded. ‘It was by far the best 
option, for everyone’s sake’ but with no guaranteed outcome. 


Father and son returned, happy but exhausted. Peter 
questioned why an elaborate barrier had been placed around 
the perimeter of the pond on Maple Lane, referring to the 
elaborate barrier around its perimeter. 

“Apparently, a little boy drowned there,” Jess said, 
decrying her words 

“T thought you said Sam wasn’t really there, that he was 
playing tricks,” Jonas said. 

“This is another little boy sweetie,” Jess said. 


With the flower store back in business, Jess was trying 
hard to focus on her first shift for many weeks in her new 
role as acting manager. Sissy was hoping to remain in control 
of the finances, which was good as Jess struggled with figure 
work. She had also placed an ad in the local free paper to 
announce the re-opening, following in Edith’s footsteps, who 
was a regular advertising diva. She was forever updating the 
general public with mail-shots, posting fliers to every house 
within a certain radius often on her own and late into the 
night. The woman was commendable, a veritable whirlwind, 
juggling many jobs simultaneously, including painstakingly 
arranging flower displays for funeral parlours and weddings 
until arthritic hands made it impossible to continue. Jess had 
subtly suggested that the idea be revisited and promised to 
seek out the appropriate training. 
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A letter addressed to Jess was leaning against the vase on 
the kitchen table. It was a cheque for £20,000, tucked within 
the folds of a handwritten note and a compliment slip from 
Rush, Marsh & Mallow. That’s that then, Jess mused, her 
father’s monetary legacy from years of arduous scrimping 
and saving was at her disposal. “Thank you, Dad,” she said to 
his framed photograph above the fireplace. “I promise to 
spend it wisely,” she said. 


Mum and Peter’s relationship had never really blossomed. 
She hadn’t seen him since before he left the marital home, 
but welcomed him with open arms. “It’s good to see you,” 
she said. 

“T’m glad you’re feeling better now,” Peter said. She knew 
nothing of the ‘fictitious’ illness that Jess had created as a 
valid excuse to leave the house for a short while. 


Peter was knee-deep in paperwork, ferreting away at his 
temporary makeshift desk situated in the corner of the 
bedroom. His absence gave Jess the freedom to bend Mum’s 
ear about Sam’s re-emergence and the prospect of further 
ghostly disturbances, as even though she wasn’t alone in the 
house, the unquantifiable threat remained. It wasn’t exactly 
the welcome return she had hoped for and she was tired of 
turing every comer with trepidation, of constantly pre- 
empting the next terrifying hurdle. 


School beckoned, but Jess felt weary, swaddled beneath 
the warm duvet. Regardless, she reluctantly shuffled into her 
raggy slippers and made her way to the door. “Christ,” she 
said, as Sam’s scowling face hovered above the staircase, his 
mouth gaping and dripping with blood. She edged back into 
the bedroom and slammed the door shut, waking Peter. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked, wiping his eyes open. 

“Just a spider,” Jess said, shaking. 

Jess sat on the edge of the bed, traumatised, while Peter 
stepped out to investigate. This was it, she thought, he was 
about to meet Sam, the lost one, but then remembered that he 
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couldn’t see dead people, as proven the day when he was 
waiting for Jonas at the foot of the stairs. Sam was right there 
beside him, but he remained oblivious to the spirit boy’s 
presence. Maybe those who don’t believe in ghosts just 
reason them away — after all, how can you see what doesn’t 
exist? 


Jess will never forget her first encounter with Sam - an 
ordinary little boy, doll-like with porcelain skin and long 
eyelashes — like ‘flesh and blood’, as real as the next person, 
and for all the world he could have been — the lad drank juice 
for God’s sake, watched television and ran round the house. 
It wasn’t long before the mask of innocence was lost to an 
increasingly fearful and unpredictable spirit. 


Peter had left to attend a business meeting with a 
prospective client. Jess longed to hear her mother’s voice - 
her only solace with a unique understanding of what she was 
going through. 

“T feel like I am losing my mind,” Jess said, blubbering 
into the handset. Mum had no quick-fire solution apart from 
exorcism, as she had suggested many times before, but the 
thought of a priest chanting parables and sprinkling holy 
water was no more appealing than when it was previously 
mentioned. 

“It’s not like in the movies, love,” Mum said, reassuringly. 
The house would be initially assessed before anything was 
done. 

Then there was self-exorcism, of sorts, expressing anger, 
screaming, anything so that the ghost senses disharmony and 
is challenged by opposition. It depended entirely on the 
approach, though Peter’s scepticism for all things psychic 
and spiritual could make this option particularly difficult. 

“How does that work?” Jess asked. 

“Remember — he’s only a child,” 

“But with the power of ten men,” 


Jess found a note on the doormat: 
Hi Jess 
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I have gone to stay with my sister in Glasgow, just for 
short a while to clear my head. I have some things to sort 
out, but most of all, I am disappointed in myself, especially 
for hurting you. 


Paula x 


As Jess walked across the kitchen floor, sharp edges 
underfoot were poking through the soles of Jess’s slippers. 
Her favourite mug was in bits and barely recognisable, aside 
from a single fragment showing the butterfly that was once 
part of the inside rim, lying among a mass of shattered 
pieces. 


Following scores of journal entries, Jess scrutinised every 
detail of her search for Sara which bore all the hallmarks of a 
heinous crime. The hauntings were also indicative of this - 
the feigned drowning incidents, Sam’s body covered in cuts 
and bruises suggesting injury. Aiden’s reaction to his 
stepson’s demise was questionable and what of the missing 
boot - a vital clue in the train of events. His suspicious 
behaviour wasn’t reason alone to apportion guilt, but all 
fingers were pointing. 


In the flick of a switch, it suddenly occurred to Jess that 
with Mum’s help, it may be possible to discover the truth, 
with the use of imagery, as she had been done many times 
with success. Jess was wired and headed to Mum’s house, 
eager to discuss her somewhat delayed realisation and had 
barely stepped in the door when she blurted out the words. 
“Why didn’t we think of this before - we could use your 
empathic skills to find out what happened to Sam, just like 
you did to find the missing girls. It’s our only chance,” she 
said, breathless. 

“We need to tell the police,” Mum said 

“What do we say? We can’t possibly go into the ghost 
thing.” 

“We can be articulate. Remember, this is a case that was 
never resolved so we are offering them a lifeline.” 
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Chapter Seven 


Quest 


Police stations can be hostile places, mostly occupied by 
those who are either reporting or connected to a crime and in 
custardy. Mum attended the desk and gave a concise 
explanation for their visit, to report a suspected murder. They 
were asked to take a seat until DS Violet, Chief Inspector and 
former lead contact in Sam’s case, was free to take the 
details. 

“Pll get coffee,” Jess said, to appease her fractious mind, 
but just at that moment, DS Violet appeared from one of the 
many doors in the foyer and invited them into a private 
consultation room. Mum relayed her subsequent proposal to 
the detective, acknowledging that it was a little out of the 
ordinary, but that it may help to establish whether Sam’s 
death was an accident or cold-blooded murder. 


Following Mum’s descriptive analysis, DS Violet seemed 
very amiable and agreed to speak with his superiors to 
request that the case be re-opened. As he left the room, Jess 
noticed the confidential file lying on the table. It was 
crammed full of handwritten notes and documents that had 
previously met with a dead end. 

“Don’t even think about it,’ Mum said, sensing her 
temptation. 


Mum was lost as to why it had taken her daughter’s logic 
to point out the obvious. The Photograph from the ‘third free 
title’ could have led to a vital discovery and would have 
saved Jess so much time. Although the search for Sara was 
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definitive and had led her to the very heart of the trauma, she 
was now embroiled emotionally. DS Violet soon returned, 
announcing that the case could be temporarily re-opened, 
pending Mum’s psychic interventions. He took out an old 
school photograph of Sam that had been clipped to the inside 
cover of the confidential file. He was wearing the same 
clothes — a grey blazer over a white shirt and grey shorts, and 
looked just like he did the day he walked home from school 
with Jonas. Mum was then left alone to concentrate on the 
image, knowing she had just one chance, that there would be 
no going back. Jess left the room to ring Peter, as she 
couldn’t collect Jonas from school. Sissy had asked her to 
stay over at the flower store to do a stock-take in her new 
role as acting manager. It was deceitful, but necessary to 
conceal her shifty detective work. 


While watching through the two-way glass, Jess could see 
the strain on Mum’s face as she stared painstakingly at the 
photograph of Sam for little over an hour. Suddenly her 
expression changed, reflective of the visions that were 
flooding her brain. She lunged forward, clutching her head 
tightly and fighting for breath, which Jess found a little 
disturbing, such that she was tempted to halt the proceedings. 
It became increasingly hard to watch as Mum went into 
spasm, seemingly drifting in and out of consciousness. She 
once described it as succumbing psychologically to the 
scene, as it were, as if she was being transported momentarily 
into another world, and not always a favourable one. As the 
session concluded, Mum felt physically drained, as if she 
hadn’t slept in days. Jess and DS Violet joined her in the 
darkened room and, following a reflective pause and a few 
gulps of strong coffee, she described what she had seen in her 
subconscious mind. There was a small child underwater, 
stifled screams, arms flailing and tiny hands clawing at 
bootlaces. A desperate fight for air ensued until the tiny body 
gave out and finally sank to the bottom. The surrounding area 
was overgrown with reeds and long grass entangled in wild 
flowers — the kind that grew on embankments and close to 
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water, and bore no resemblance to the pond at Maple Lane, 
which was routinely well maintained by the park warden. 


Visions of trauma and death are the worst of all, especially 
if there is a child involved. The unexpected harrowing detail 
gave credence to Sam’s vehement behaviour, which was sure 
to continue until his killer, be it Aiden or otherwise, was 
brought to justice. 


Peter nudged Jess awake. “Is that water I can hear?” he 
asked. Jess thought she was dreaming, but quickly came to as 
he leapt out of bed to investigate. She could hear him 
ferreting around in the bathroom, twisting taps one way then 
the other in a blind panic as water cascaded over the sink rim. 

“Here, let me help,” Jess said, calmly plunging her hands 
in to clear the drainage hole of soggy leaves and earthy 
debris. As the water slowly drained away, the gushing noise 
could be heard in the kitchen, so Peter dived downstairs. 

“This is ridiculous,” he said, exasperated. 

Jess leaned over the bannister rail. “It’Il be the same thing. 
Just clear the plughole and itll be fine,” she said. 

This went on for a good hour until Peter finally gave in 
and turned off the main water supply to the house. He was 
insistent that they needed a plumber and began flicking 
through the phone directory. Jess just kept quiet but knew it 
would be a waste of time and money. 


Every tap and seal, water pressure and all relevant 
pipework and joint was duly tested, only to reveal nothing 
untoward or faulty. The plumber could offer no reasonable 
explanation as to why taps were seemingly turning 
themselves on or why sink holes were clogged with leaves 
etc. “You must have a ghost,” he said, laughing. Peter paid 
the man for his time and trouble, looking a little miffed with 
such an unsatisfactory outcome. 


The water incident had left Peter a little on edge and he 
was already talking about moving house as he had done 
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many times before for various reasons. Upsizing would be 
good. Jess had long since dreamt of having her own art room, 
and Peter could work much more efficiently with his own 
office instead of a fold-out desk and a tiny shelf lined with 
cardboard box files in the corner of their bedroom. 


A particularly violent thunderstorm was shaking the house, 
its joists and rafters twisting and groaning. The strong wind 
was buffeting the window frames and bending the birch tree 
back and forth, its branches scratching the fence posts like 
nails on a blackboard. The tables were turned as Jess watched 
Parker from the landing window as he tried to secure his 
broken gate catch with a piece of old string. 


As a small child, Jess was always unnerved by stormy 
weather and would hide under the stairs to shut out the noise. 
Her father would coax her out with sweeties and a calm 
reassurance that there was no need to be afraid, as it was 
God’s way of freeing the trees of fractured branches and 
loose leaves. 


Jess had made milky coffee and, within the first sip, Jonas 
complained that the light in his bedroom wasn’t working. 

“Okay, ’'m on my way,” Peter said, scrabbling in kitchen 
drawers for a spare bulb. 

Being late afternoon, the hot drink and quiet interlude had 
lulled Jess into a light sleep. “Daddy’s a long time,” she said, 
stroking her lap. 

“Pll go and check — you stay here.” 

The bedroom door was closed and however hard she 
pushed and shoved it was stuck fast, again. 

“Peter, are you okay in there?” she asked, repeatedly 
twisting the handle. Suddenly, it gave way, and she fell into 
the room filled with blisteringly cold air. Peter was sat on the 
bed, deathly pale physically shaking. She wondered if he’d 
had an electric shock from the light fitment, though she 
couldn’t smell burning. He then leapt to his feet, as if nothing 
had happened, querying her puzzled expression. 
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“You seemed ... lost,” she said. 
“T’m fine,” he said, walking towards the stairs. 


Silence descended on the house in more ways than one. 
The storm had passed, and Peter had barely spoken since the 
incident in Jonas’s bedroom. He sat with his hands fixed 
around a coffee mug, occasionally blowing the surface. Jess 
felt sure something untoward had happened, but knew that if 
he didn’t want to talk, there was little point in trying. He was 
also a perpetual analyst and would pour over every scenario 
to the nth degree. 


Upon waking, Jess found herself lying in an empty bed. 
Peter was still fully dressed, sat on the sofa staring into 
space. She wasn’t sure if he had slept or had been awake all 
night. “I’m thinking of going to college to study flower 
arranging,” she said, trying to coax him back to normality, 
but he barely raised an eyebrow. His lethargy was torturous, 
and Jess was glad of the school run to escape the silence. 
“What’s wrong with Daddy?” Jonas asked. 

“He’s just tired,” Jess said. 


Jess’s phone rang. showing a withheld number, but before 
she could say hello a hostile female voice cut in. “Who the 
fuck are you, sending the police round here?” she said. 

Jess didn’t care for the accusation, even though, 
inadvertently, it was true. 

“We had to do something, Sara. Your son’s body still 
hasn’t been found and, in spirit, he is still trying to 
communicate with us. Do you remember our conversation?” 
Jess asked. 

“Who’s ‘we’?” Sara asked. 

Jess went on to explain that her mother was a psychic 
medium who had been assisting the police with the case, but 
this further inflamed Sara’s anger. She didn’t expect that Jess 
would share the information with anyone, especially with a 
view to apportioning blame. Such a violent reaction further 
strengthened Jess’s suspicions that Sara could be harbouring 
Aiden after all. 
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A letter from Mrs Hardwick confirmed Jonas’s poetry 
recital to the entire school was imminent. It was hard to 
believe that only weeks ago the same little boy had failed 
miserably when trying to read aloud in class. 

“Don’t worry Mummy — I’ve been practicing,” Jonas said. 

He shared the news with Peter, who seemed a little better. 
“Well done you,” he said, kissing Jonas’s forehead. 


Re-arranging furniture in the lounge wasn’t an easy task as 
there was very little room to manoeuvre, but Peter was busy 
making changes. He had created enough corner space for his 
desk, chair and sundries, albeit temporarily. He now didn’t 
want to work upstairs as it was too dark, despite previously 
waxing lyrical about how he always had to close the curtains 
to shut out the sunlight. Jess had drawn her own conclusion 
on the matter, suspecting the change of heart was as a direct 
result of whatever he had encountered in Jonas’s bedroom. 
Either way, he wasn’t going to escape that easily. 


Jess saw Paula’s car on the driveway, signalling her return 
from Glasgow and, within minutes, she was on the doorstep, 
bearing gifts. 

“This is for puttin’ up we’ me,” she said, handing over a 
humongous chocolate cake in an elaborate shiny box bound 
by a large satin bow. 

“Thank you, but I wasn’t expecting anything,” Jess said, 
grateful for the token of appreciation. It was clear that there 
was more to Paula’s positive mood, judging by the glint in 
her eye, similar to when she saw Pierre for the first time. On 
further questioning, turned out she was leaving Friar’s Ridge 
for good and had found a suitable property not far from her 
mother’s house. Relocating simply because of her husband’s 
supposed affair had lost all meaning after he died, and she 
had begun to resent it. There was also Steve, a man she had 
met online who also lived in Glasgow, swaying her decision 
to move. “Ma only regret is that I will really miss you Jess,” 
Paula said. 

Jess felt a little emotional at the thought of losing yet 
another friend. Despite everything, their neighbourly 
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connection went above and beyond the school run and 
watching for the parcel van. Jess offered her help with the 
move when the time came or at least keep an eye on the 
house should it be vacated prior to sale as Paula wasn’t one 
for hanging around. 

“By the way, did ye’ hear the local news? The park on 
Maple Lane is closed — they’ve foond a child’s body in the 
pond,” Paula said. 

The news hit Jess like a led weight for so many reasons 
and she felt a little queasy. 

“Are ye okay?” Paula asked. 

“Yes, I think so,” Jess said 


This was a long awaited and very defining moment. The 
case had made both the national and local TV news, blown 
wide open by two very determined people and driven by the 
persistence of a formidable ghost. It wasn’t long before Mum 
was at the door, having also heard the bulletin. The police 
had moved fairly quickly, trawling the waters once again, and 
revisiting previous leads, including Aiden, hence Sara’s 
angry phone call. Forensics had yet to confirm the body’s 
identity, which, incidentally, wasn’t discovered in the big 
pond, but in a tiny marshland patch of deep water beyond the 
main park area, along with Aiden’s boot. The, abandoned plot 
was hidden from public view which would explain why there 
were no witnesses. 


As a mother, Jess found the matter evermore poignant and 
sorely wished she could have met Sam before his life was 
brought to an abrupt end. Mum needed some fresh air and 
suggested a walk somewhere, anywhere, just to clear her 
head and take stock. Jess agreed, still trying to take in the 
news that a child had been forcibly drowned. As she searched 
for house keys, noticed the ‘third free title’ on the mantle 
above the fireplace. 

“T thought I had given this back to Sara,” she said. 

While flicking through the pages it began to disintegrate in 
her hands, filling the air with a papery dust. 

“Come on, let’s just go,” Mum said. 
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What set out to be a brief stroll became a trek of some 
considerable distance. Jess and Mum talked endlessly, 
stopping off at the village café for tea and carrot cake. They 
rarely had the opportunity for an open discussion for fear of 
little ears wagging in the foreground. 

“It’s been truly awful at home,” Jess said, her voice 
wavering, as she described the angry face outside her 
bedroom door, taps pissing water everywhere and Peter 
having been locked in Jonas’s bedroom. 

Mum was empathetic but, in the wake of knowing the true 
identity of the child’s body found in the pond, it wasn’t long 
before they could all breathe easy. She offered to take Jonas 
for a day or two so Jess and Peter could spend some quality 
time and ease the impending uncertainty. 


Jess arrived home to find three new messages on the 
answerphone from Geoff, a work colleague, concerned that 
Peter hadn’t turned up at the office. That was especially the 
case since his mobile was diverting straight to voicemail. Jess 
tried not to panic, though he had been gone since early 
morning and it was almost lunchtime. It would be best to 
assume a perfectly logical explanation. It wasn’t the first time 
he had taken off to catch some time alone, which would 
make perfect sense right now. Friar’s Creek was one such 
place — a tranquil and relaxing location off the beaten track 
where one could sit by a stream and listen to the gentle flow 
of water washing over the rocks to escape the mental drag of 
everyday living. Jess grabbed her winter coat and woollen 
scarf to prepare for a lengthy spell outdoors on a sunny, but 
bitterly cold day. 


The craggy road towards the beauty spot was difficult to 
negotiate, with many twists until the road becomes a narrow 
pathway. The descent on foot was steep and required 
concentration. The naked trees helped with visibility, 
extending her view through the woodland. She called out 
whilst trying to look ahead without stumbling. It wasn’t long 
before she caught a glimpse of Peter’s camel coloured 
overcoat which stood out against the rustic backdrop. He 
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turned, having heard footsteps as she neared the clump of 
rocks where he was sitting. “I’ve been reading this,” he said, 
holding Jess’s journal. “It’s ‘off the scale’ weird”. 

“Yes. I have been meaning to tell you,” she said. 

Peter now understood what was going on and that he 
wasn’t going mad. 

Jess’s complicated and lengthy search for Sara had been 
accurately documented throughout the pages which had 
helped him relative sense of it all, including the incident in 
Jonas’s bedroom. “One minute I was fixing the light and the 
next this young boy was standing there, his mouth open wide 
as if screaming, except there was no sound, just a deathly 
silence,” he said. 

“Yes, it’s been hard. Now you know why we went to stay 
with Mum for a while. She wasn’t really ill, but I had to lie to 
you,” she said. 

This was the ghost of a seven-year-old who was thought to 
have been forcibly drowned by his own stepfather, the 
harrowing circumstances of which had been slowly 
uncovered. Peter always struggled with the concept of 
psychic intervention, and believed it had no place in any 
police investigation. But he could no longer deny its defining 
role. The two very real accounts of missing children that 
were found thanks to Mum’s ability to see vivid imagery of 
the past were ground-breaking. It seemed the sceptic bubble 
had finally burst, and he had been dragged kicking and 
screaming into a dark and transcendent world. 


Dusk was descending as Jess and Peter picked through the 
bones of a previously forbidden subject. The idea of ghosts 
had been strictly off limits because in Peter’s head, they 
simply didn’t exist, period. His reassuring words brought 
relief; an understanding Jess hadn’t expected quite so readily. 
Before the journal, he would have laughed at such nonsense, 
dismissing it as the work of an overactive imagination. But 
now he was eager to learn. Jess still sensed that he was 
holding back, that he had experienced similar phenomena in 
the past which would explain the about turn. 
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The house was deathly cold, and Jess knew the feeling in 
an instant. Peter carried on regardless, continuously staring at 
the television or hissing white screen despite fiddling with 
controls and the aerial connection. 

“How can you see in the dark?” Jess asked, reaching for 
the light switch, only to discover there was no electricity. She 
grabbed a torch and checked the fuse box, as other houses in 
the immediate vicinity were suitably lit as were the 
streetlamps, but everything appeared normal. It was just like 
Mum’s experience the night she and Paula were at the new 
restaurant in the village. Peter was mumbling something 
about the place needing an overall, still fighting with denial 
despite their previous conversation. 

“We can’t even have a coffee,” Jess said, realising she was 
stood alone. Peter had gone upstairs and was staring through 
the bedroom window , shaking like a wounded animal. 

“You frightened me, disappearing like that,” she said. 

“Truth is, I am scared, Jess. It’s happening all over again,” 
he said. 

The man was terrified, and following a marked silence, 
disclosed a particular childhood memory of when he was 
around eleven years old and on holiday with his parents, 
staying in a guesthouse somewhere in Wales. On the night in 
question he couldn’t sleep and, while lying still, saw a vision 
of a little girl at the end of his bed. He wasn’t the least bit 
drowsy, so knew that he wasn’t dreaming. As he screamed, so 
did the little girl, mirroring his actions and moving in so 
close that he could feel her icy-cold breath on his face. His 
father came into the bedroom, having heard him cry out and, 
after he described what had seen, the experience was 
dismissed, attributed to eating a cheese sandwich for supper. 
It later transpired that the guesthouse used to be an orphanage 
and the little was the ghost of a child who had died there. He 
overheard other guests talking to the proprietors that had also 
seen the spiritual apparition and were checking out as a 
result. He thought it was long forgotten, but the journal and 
Sam’s appearance brought it flooding back. 

“So you knew all along that such things exist?” Jess asked. 
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“Yes, but it was easier to pretend that they didn’t, that 
Dad’s theory was right,” he said. 
“It was hardly a theory,” Jess said. 


An intermittent throaty growling rumbled from the rafters 
like something evil was lurking in the eaves and about to 
crash through the ceiling. The house was in the clutches of a 
giant caldron of anger. Sam’s wrath had escalated enough to 
scare the living shit out of the hardiest of souls. Joists were 
creaking and twisting as if on the brink of imploding like a 
house of cards. Water gushed profusely from every tap, 
cascading on to the floor and creating an indoor river. Peter 
took Jess’s hand and walked across the landing, tiptoeing 
slowly down the stairway. The backdoor would have been the 
perfect exit if it hadn’t been obscured by a large plant and 
umbrella stand, and its key safely tucked away in a kitchen 
drawer. Sam swooped in and around them like a mutant bat 
trying to obscure their path. Peter lost his footing and 
stumbled, hitting his head on the way down. 

“Come on, let’s go,” Jess said, trying to pull him from the 
floor, longing to escape the apocalyptic scene. 

“Get him,” Sam growled, the tone resonating so loud that 
pictures fell from their hooks and landed in a splintered heap. 

It was surreal, her worst nightmare in real time. Peter rose 
to his feet and was stood in a pool of water that was growing 
deeper and more powerful, its waves swirling around and 
seeping into his shoes. 

“We could die here,” he said. 


Chairs were dancing on the surface of what had become an 
indoor pond, splintering on contact. One by one, cupboard 
doors flew open and slammed shut, shedding their contents. 
Ornamental bottles cascaded from the windowsill like fallen 
soldiers, smashing into tiny pieces. Jess saw her father’s old 
desk lamp floating aimlessly among the debris, but the 
treasured keepsake was beyond her reach. Whilst she felt 
Sam’s pain, she was also angry as her home crumbled around 
her feet. Peter guided Jess forward, striding over household 
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obstacles along the way, but inches from the door, the chaos 
ended like a ceasefire on the battlefield. 


The clock had stopped at precisely ten minutes past six. 
Silence ensued as Jess and Peter awaited the final salute that 
never came. The water began to recede like an out-flowing 
tide. Pictures hung themselves back on the walls, and 
crockery and glass miraculously reformed and resumed 
position on the cupboard shelves. 

“How the...... ?” Jess said, struggling to figure the 
devastation rewind. 

“Not sure. But whatever it was seems to be over,” Peter 
said. 
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Chapter Eight 
The Healing 


Normality had returned in every sense. Jess’s pervasive 
nausea was gone, as were the dark shadows in her peripheral 
vision and the overwhelming sense of death that had invaded 
every pore. Peter stood by the kitchen table that only 
moments ago, was floating aimlessly, trying to fathom the 
sheer power of an angry ghost - something he had never 
thought possible. 


Moonlight illuminated the bedroom. The air was cold, but 
naturally so, and everything was calm and unremarkable, just 
as life was before the ‘third free title. While Peter was still 
sleeping, Jess had naturally woken from a night of restful and 
unbroken sleep, in a humdrum, but ‘happy so to be’ state she 
feared would never return. 


A determined thud at the front door marked the first day of 
normality. Jess grabbed her pink spotted dressing gown and 
headed downstairs to the sound of Jonas’s excitable tones 
penetrating through the glass. Mum had forgotten the spare 
key, but it didn’t matter. It was so good to see them both 
standing there, waiting. 

“What happened to the desk lamp?” Mum asked. It lay 
splintered on the kitchen table, a lone casualty of an evening 
that had arguably never happened. 

Mum promptly delivered the news that Aiden had been 
arrested and charged with Sam’s murder. Sara didn’t know 
that he was responsible for the death of her son, and although 
a harsh truth, it was good to know that she was innocent and 
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not an accessory to the crime. It was over, at last. 

“Do you know what time it was when the police called 
you?” Jess asked. 

“Not sure. Around six, why?” Mum asked. 

“Just curious,” Jess said. 


Jess and Peter had begun searching for a new house that 
could accommodate an art room and a suitable office, as 
however much they loved Friar’s Ridge, echoes of the 
haunting lingered throughout. Jess remained fearful of dark 
corners and found certain areas hard to negotiate, especially 
Jonas’s bedroom. There was also a new school to consider 
and finding somewhere in the catchment area before summer 
was essential. 


Mum had been contacted by the police regarding the 
results of Sam’s autopsy, the process of which had been 
tricky given the body’s advanced decomposition. There had 
been severe trauma to the child’s head, inflicted by Aiden as 
he forcibly kicked him underwater. A missing fingernail from 
Sam’s right hand was embedded within the laces of Aiden’s 
stray boot found at the bottom of the pond. The cause of 
death was asphyxiation secondary to a bleed to the brain as a 
result of several devastating blows. 


Sara was uppermost in Jess’s mind following the 
harrowing news, so she decided to visit the house once again 
and offer her condolences. It must be like losing her son all 
over again, but this time knowing he had been murdered by 
someone she had loved and trusted. 

It was just as nerve-wracking as the first time, knowing 
that nothing Jess could say would make the news any more 
bearable. The garden gate was hanging as if it had been 
forcibly damaged. Once again, Sara came to the window to 
check who was calling. “I just wanted to see you,” Jess said 
through the glass. 

“Aiden is in custody, as you know,” Sara said. 

This time their meeting was with no hidden agenda, all 
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cards were on the table. Sara wanted to thank Jess for all she 
had done and for fighting for justice so that her son could 
now rest in peace. 

As there had been so much heartbreak and uncertainty, 
Sara had lost hope of arranging a final memorial. Now there 
was a body, she wanted a proper family gathering, including 
her own mother, her sister and two brothers, to honour her 
son’s life. Sam had been the result of a brief fling with a 
previous colleague, but he left the workplace soon after, so 
never knew about the pregnancy. The fact that he was also 
married further complicated matters so there seemed little 
point in trying to locate his whereabouts. Although Jess 
declined the invite as she just couldn’t stomach another 
funeral so soon after Edith’s death, she vowed to stay in 
touch. 


There was an official looking document on the counter at 
the flower store that was stoking Jess’s curiosity. It was a 
copy of Edith’s will with a paragraph highlighted in 
florescent green, stating her wish to leave the business ‘in 
Jess’s capable hands’ and a request that if in agreement she 
sign to confirm rightful ownership. 

“Of course, absolutely, yes, yes,” Jess said. Beneath the 
paperwork was an old photograph album. It looked very 
personal, but clearly meant for her to see as it was splayed 
open with a note “To Jess - my only family’. There were 
endless pages of photographs from Edith’s childhood, each 
marked with the date. The last leaf, entitled ‘Joseph’, was 
covered by a large picture of a newborn baby. Attached to it 
was an extending folder containing pictures of him 
throughout his seven years, and a death certificate, stating 
that he had died from leukaemia. It was so incredibly 
grounding, and Jess dearly wished she had expressed her 
gratitude for each and every gift she had given Jonas. 


The flower store was to be furnished with brand new 


signage, aptly named ‘Edith’s Floristry’ to reflect an extended 
service that would provide displays for varied events, 
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including weddings and funerals. The expense was courtesy 
of Jess’s inheritance, as she knew her father would have been 
proud to be part of her future. The official documentation 
would be processed by Peter to Edith’s exact specifications, 
with the exception that the business must remain a flower 
store while under Jess’s management. 


Although the ‘miracle’ painting was reminiscent of 
harrowing times, it marked a particularly poignant part of 
Jess’s life and was remarkably apt given the nature of the 
store’s wears. It was also an impressive piece of Sara’s art 
and should be viewed and admired by everyone. She hung 
the canvas on the main wall, mindful that the surface was a 
little uneven, and as took several steps back to check if it was 
level, heard the doorbell, signalling her first customer of the 
day. 

“Pll only be a minute,” she said, tweaking and aligning so 
that it was just so. As she turned around, saw Sam and Edith 
standing before her, holding hands and smiling. The sight 
took her breath, but she wasn’t afraid and in fact, felt soothed 
by their presence. In spirit, they had found each other, both 
connected to Jess, but in very different ways. Sam was in the 
red and white t-shirt and shorts she had previously found in 
Jonas’s swim bag that had remained dripping wet despite 
hanging for days on the laundry rack. She finally realised that 
they were the clothes he was wearing when he drowned in 
the pond. 

“If only we could go back in time,” she said, wishing she 
could gather them in her arms, or communicate somehow. 

The surreal moment was soon broken as an intense beam 
of light descended, enveloping their willowy bodies. Their 
time on earth was done, no more pain and suffering, just 
peace. 

“Until we meet again,” Jess said to no-one. 
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